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Security personnel detain Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi (centre) as he stages a sit-in calling for Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s  
resignation outside the latter’s residence in New Delhi on Tuesday, a day after crackdown against protesting Cockroach Janta Party supporters.
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 Yagya Banjade
KATHMANDU, July 21

Prime Minister Balendra Shah on 
Tuesday announced that the govern-
ment would not enforce the newly 
introduced three percent “equity fees” 
on private education and health  
services, responding to mounting pub-
lic criticism just days after the levies 
came into effect.

The announcement, made through 
the prime minister’s social media 
accounts, marked a sharp reversal  
of  one of  the government’s most  
criticised fiscal measures. But it also 
raised immediate legal and procedur-
al questions, as the fees were intro-
duced through the Finance Act passed 
by both the House of  Representatives 
and the National Assembly.

Legal experts say a social  
media announcement alone cannot  
overturn a law. Any amendment to 
taxes enacted through the Finance Act  
must follow the same constitutional 
process through which they were 
approved, including a formal Cabinet 
decision and the procedures required 
under existing law.

The government had introduced  
the three percent education equity fee 
and health equity fee to help finance 
social welfare programmes.

Explaining the reversal, Shah said 
he had consulted Finance Minister 
Swarnim Wagle before deciding not to 
implement the levies.

“Implementing the three percent 
equity fee on private education and 
health services as proposed would 
impose an additional financial  
burden on the general public and  
create unnecessary hardship,” Shah 
wrote on Facebook. “Therefore, fol-
lowing consultations with Finance 
Minister Swarnim Wagle, it has been 

decided not to enforce the education 
equity fee and health equity fee for the 
time being.”

The prime minister said the  
proposal was originally intended to 
improve education and healthcare in 
remote and disadvantaged areas, sup-
port Dalit, marginalised and low-in-
come children, expand health insur-
ance coverage and generate resources 
for these programmes while broaden-
ing the country’s tax base.

He said the government had recon-
sidered the measure after taking note 
of  widespread public opposition.

“Our commitment to listening to 
the people remains firm,” Shah wrote. 

“If  the public expresses dissatisfac-
tion with any policy, the government 
will always be prepared to review  
and improve it.”

Shah also reiterated that the gov-
ernment would continue implement-
ing its policy requiring private hospi-
tals to reserve 10 percent of  beds and 
private colleges and universities to 
allocate 10 percent of  seats for disad-
vantaged citizens through a transpar-
ent process. Although the prime min-
ister announced the policy reversal, 
he did not say whether the decision 
had been formally endorsed by the 
Cabinet. Government sources said 
Monday’s Cabinet meeting did not 
approve the withdrawal.
� >> Continued on page 3

 Anil Giri
Kathmandu, July 21

The selection process for new ambas-
sadors, which began a month and a 
half  ago, has entered its final stage, 
with the foreign minister expected to 
make recommendations next week.

The Ministry of  Foreign Affairs had 
on May 28 invited applications through 
an open call to fill vacant envoy posi-
tions in 13 countries, including India, 
China, the US, the UK, and Australia, 
and set June 5 as the deadline. More 
than 4,400 applications were received. 
After removing duplicate and incom-
plete applications, officials selected 
2,700 before shortlisting a few hundred 
applications.

The shortlist was forwarded to 
Foreign Minister Shisir Khanal’s sec-
retariat for final consideration.

“Shortlisting was a Herculean task 
as one individual had submitted 94 
applications through email and post,” 
an official involved in the vetting pro-
cess told the Post. He said Khanal was 
reviewing the CVs of  prospective can-
didates, and recommendations for 
some ambassadorial appointments are 
expected to be made next week, said 
the official at the foreign ministry.

The final decision on the appoint-
ments will be taken after discussions 
among Prime Minister Balendra 
Shah, Rastriya Swatantra Party  
chief  Rabi Lamichhane, Finance 
Minister Swarnim Wagle, Foreign 
Minister Shisir Khanal, and other top 
leaders of  the ruling party. “However, 
our party is clear that the responsibil-
ity for the appointment solely rests 
with the government and the foreign 
minister,” said an RSP leader.

As the government expedites the 
selection process, prospective candi-
dates have initiated intense lobbying 
with various power centres and the 
ruling RSP. Stating that such lobbying 
would have no influence on the 
appointment process, an RSP office 
bearer said, “They should be based on 
merit, and the right person should get 
the opportunity.”

Some missions have remained 
vacant since October last year. On 
October 16, the Sushila Karki-led gov-
ernment recalled Nepal’s ambassa-
dors to China, Germany, Israel, 
Malaysia, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, 
Spain, the US, the UK, and Japan. 
Around a week after assuming office, 
the Shah government on April 7 
recalled six more ambassadors—
Shankar Prasad Sharma (India), 
Chitralekha Yadav (Australia), Purna 
Bahadur Nepali (Sri Lanka), Shiva 
Maya Tumbahangphe (South Korea), 
Sumnima Tuladhar (Denmark), and 
Kapil Shrestha (South Africa). 

“The government appears less con-
cerned about appointing ambassadors 
despite enjoying a strong political 
mandate,” said a Nepali diplomat.
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 ARATI PAUDEL
KATHMANDU, JULY 21

Every evening, Kamal Nath Dahal 
waits for the same thing.

It is not a visitor at his door. It is not 
the sound of  footsteps in his hallway.

It is the glow of  a mobile phone 
screen.

When his sons, daughters-in-law 
and three-year-old granddaughter 
appear on the screen from Japan, the 
quiet room where he lives alone in 
Kathmandu suddenly feels less empty.

For a few minutes, the distance 
between Nepal and Japan disappears.

Dahal asks about their day. He 
watches his granddaughter’s expres-
sions. He listens to his sons’ voices.

Then the call ends, and the silence 
returns.

The 68-year-old from Melamchi, 
Sindhupalchok, has built a routine 
around that silence. Each morning, he 
performs his prayers, prepares his 

meals, reads books, listens to the news 
and goes about his work.

“Work is the one thing that keeps 

my mind busy,” he said.
But staying occupied does not erase 

the feeling of  missing his family.

“We talk on the phone a lot. I know 
everything happening in their lives. 
But the happiness of  sitting together 
in Nepal, eating whatever is cooked in 
the same kitchen, cannot be compared 
with a video call.”

For Dahal, the hardest moments 
come during festivals.

“When you see everyone gathering 
with their families, you wonder how 
wonderful it would have been if  my 
sons were here with me,” he said.

Yet the same technology that 
reminds him of  the distance also 
helps him endure it.

“The mobile phone has become like 
a god for people like us. It brings dis-
tant people close,” he said.

The phone has also become a way for 
him to preserve a connection with his 
granddaughter, who was born in Japan 
and is growing up far from Nepal.

Whenever she appears on screen, 
Dahal asks her the same question.

“Say ‘Ba’,” he tells her.

The little girl responds.
“Ba.”
He smiles.
He has taught her other Nepali 

words too—“Aama” (mother), “Kaka” 
(uncle) and “Kaki” (aunt). He worries 
that children growing up abroad may 
lose their connection to their family’s 
language and culture.

“Wherever children live, I want 
them to remember their country and 
their language,” he said.

His sons have invited him to visit 
Japan several times, but he has not 
been able to go.

His bigger hope is different: that 
one day they return home.

“Foreign countries are places to 
learn, not places to spend your entire 
life,” he said. “Work there, gain  
experience, but invest in your own 
country.”

For now, the phone screen is his win-
dow into the lives of  the people he loves.

But his real wish remains 

unchanged.
“One day, I hope my sons return to 

Nepal permanently, and we can sit 
together in the same kitchen and eat 
again.”

Dahal’s story is becoming increas-
ingly common.

As thousands of  young Nepalis 
leave for education, employment and 
better opportunities abroad, many 
parents are growing older in homes 
where their children’s voices now 
arrive through a screen.

In Pokhara’s Ratnachowk neigh-
bourhood, 69-year-old Saraswati 
Maharjan lives among reminders of  
the family she misses.

Photographs of  her parents, daugh-
ters, sons-in-law and grandchildren 
cover the walls of  one room in her 
two-storey house.

Her elder daughter has lived in 
Japan for 13 years. Her younger 
daughter lives in Janakpur.

>> Continued on page 2

Alone at home, together on screen
As more young Nepalis build lives abroad, aging parents are relying on daily video calls to stay connected while grappling with the loneliness of an empty home.

 SHEIKH SAALIQ & SHONAL 
GANGULY/AP
NEW DELHI, July 21

Supporters of  India’s youth-led 
Cockroach movement demanding  
educational reforms and government 
accountability refused to leave their 
New Delhi protest site on Tuesday,  
a day after their thousands-strong 
march toward Parliament drew police 
tear gas, beatings and a new wave of  
sympathy from across the country.

The movement, now attracting pro-
fessionals and families beyond stu-
dents, represents a rare public chal-

lenge to Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi ’s government, reviving criti-
cism over its handling of  dissent and 
use of  force to respond to protests.

Opposition leader Rahul Gandhi and 
dozens of  his Congress party lawmak-
ers showed their support on Tuesday 
with a sit-in outside Modi’s residence 
before police forcibly removed them in a 
dramatic escalation.

Footage showed Gandhi, who had 
urged “every patriotic Indian who 
believes that our students should get 
justice” to join, resisting. 

Government minister Jitendra 
Singh said Gandhi was told the loca-

tion was not “suitable for a sit-in.”
Meanwhile, hundreds of  protesters 

remained camped at Jantar Mantar, a 
designated protest site, under heavy 
police presence, saying they would stay 
until Education Minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan resigns over alleged failures in 
India’s examination system.

“We are going to continue our pro-
test,” said Abhijeet Dipke, founder of  
the Cockroach Janta Party, which 
emerged just two months ago as a 
satirical protest after a Supreme Court 
judge described India’s youth as 
“cockroaches” but quickly evolved.

>> Continued on page 2

 PRAKRITI DAHAL
KATHMANDU, JULY 21

At 85 years old, Sabitri Devi Udas, 
accompanied by her husband, made 
her way to the ward 31 office of  the 
Kathmandu Metropolitan City in 
Shantinagar at 11 am on Monday. 
The new fiscal year had just com-
menced, and elderly citizens were 
flocking to local ward offices to 
renew their social security allow-
ance identity cards. When she 
inquired about the renewal process, 
a municipal official offered a famil-
iar, disheartening refrain: ‘The sys-
tem [server] is down.’

Hoping the system would come 
back online, she stayed put. Every so 
often, she walked to the counter and 
asked, “Has the system started work-
ing?” Each time, the staff  shook their 
heads: “Not yet, mother.” By 3 pm, 

after four hours of  fruitless waiting, 
she had run out of  patience. “What 
kind of  system is this that cannot be 
restored even after hours?” she 
lamented. It was her second fruitless 
trip to the ward office for a simple 
administrative procedure, having 
spent hours there on Friday under 
identical circumstances.

Seventy-eight-year-old Narwada 
Devi Sharma, who came from Old 
Baneshwar alongside her two daugh-
ters, faced much the same ordeal. 
Suffering from severe knee joint pain 
that makes mobility painful, waiting 
all day in an overcrowded office 
proved agonising. “We stayed hoping 
the work would get done,” she said. 
“After waiting for four hours, they 
simply told us to go home and return 
another day. I don’t know when I will 
be able to manage another trip, as I 
cannot travel alone and must coordi-

nate with family members.”
The plight of  these elderly citizens 

exposes the massive gulf  between  
the official rhetoric of  digital gov-
ernance and the ground reality 
across the country. 

For years, successive administra-
tions have touted the vision of  a 
‘Digital Nepal’, promising that 
migrating public services online—
ranging from digital land records, 
e-payment portals, and online appli-
cation forms to digital mapping and 
electronic asset-freezing systems—
would eliminate middlemen, bolster 
transparency, and end the necessity 
of  standing in physical queues. 

These promises were renewed 
recently when the newly formed gov-
ernment led by Balendra Shah 
released a 100-point priority check-
list for administrative reform. 

>> Continued on page 2

Cockroach movement vows to keep 
demanding reforms after crackdown

Nepal government goes digital, service seekers go in circles

Movement gained momentum after prominent activist Sonam Wangchuk, whose 3-week 
hunger strike became a symbol of the protests, was forcibly taken to a hospital by police.

Recurring system failures are forcing citizens to wait for hours and make repeated trips for routine government services. 

Post Photo
An elderly couple whose children live abroad scrolls through social media on their phone.

Post Photo: Dipesh Darshandhari
Chaos at the Bhaktapur office of Department of Transport Management after the system ‘went down’. 
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 Bhawani Bhatta
Kanchanpur, July 21

Every time the monsoon arrives, 
Krishna Singh Bista braces for  
another sleepless night.

Rainwater seeps through the plastic 
roof  of  the makeshift shelter where 
the 56-year-old has lived for the past 
six months on government land out-
side the Division Forest Office in 
Mahendranagar. It soaks his  
bedding, clothes, and the few  
belongings he owns.

“There are days when we go to bed 
hungry because the firewood is too 
wet to light,” Bista said. “On one side, 
there’s the fear of  snakes. On the 
other hand, rainwater pours through 
the roof. Everything gets soaked. You 
can’t even sleep.”

Bista is among hundreds of  families 
displaced more than two decades ago 
when the former Shuklaphanta 
Wildlife Reserve, now Shuklaphanta 
National Park, expanded its  
boundaries.

Twenty-five years later, they are 
still waiting for the government to 
fulfil repeated promises to resettle 
them.

While his family now lives as share-
croppers in Daiji, Bedkot Municipality, 
Bista has stayed behind in 
Mahendranagar, hoping his presence 
at the protest site might finally spur 
the government into action.

 “My father died waiting to be reset-
tled. Now I have grown old waiting 
too,” he said. “Soon it will be my sons’ 
turn. Three generations of  our family 
have lived in displacement, but every 
government has ignored us.”

Across the roadside encampment, 
rows of  temporary shelters made from 
bamboo poles and plastic sheets line a 
patch of  public land.

Inside, there are little more than 

wooden beds and thin mattresses.
Dura Devi Mahara, another resi-

dent displaced from Tarapur village, 
has also spent the past six months liv-
ing beneath a tarp roof.

“When it rains, water comes in from 
every direction,” she said. “If  I try to 
protect the pillow, my feet get wet. If  I 
cover my feet, water drips onto my 
head. Sometimes snakes crawl into 
the shelter too. How are we supposed 
to live like this?”

Like many others, Mahara survives 
on daily wage labour. But the  
rains have brought construction work 
to a halt.

“Now we don’t even have food,” she 
said. “There’s no firewood, no rice, no 
way to cook in all this mud. Everything 
we own is soaked.“

Dilram Dagaura, displaced from 
Bhatpuri, says little has changed 
despite decades of  campaigning.

“For 25 years we’ve demanded reset-
tlement,” he said. “Nobody has lis-
tened, and I don’t think anyone is lis-
tening now.”

Before the park expanded, Dagaura 
owned five bigha (3.39 hectares) of  
farmland, enough to feed his family of  
nine.

Today, his family survives through 
sharecropping in Jhalari while he 
remains at the protest camp.

“We’re living with the constant risk 
of  snake bite and living through this 
rain because we still hope someone 
will finally arrange our resettlement,” 
he said. “We’ve been here for months. 
Even food is running out.”

More than 300 displaced people have 
erected makeshift shelters on land 
belonging to the government’s herbal 
research office opposite the Division 
Forest Office.

They have been living there since 
mid-January after staging protests 
outside the District Administration 

Office demanding action.
“It was manageable during winter,” 

said Hikmat Chaudhary, who was dis-
placed from Hirapur in 2001. “But now, 
during the monsoon, we have nowhere 
to cook, nowhere dry to sleep. Who is 
supposed to see our suffering?”

When heavy rain floods the shel-
ters, many families move into an 
abandoned government building and 
a nearby Dalit hostel for temporary 
refuge.

“If  the rain becomes too heavy, all 
of  us squeeze into those old build-
ings,” Bista said. “When water fills the 
shelters, there’s simply nowhere else 
to go.”

When heavy rain floods the shel-
ters, many families move into an 
abandoned government building and 
a nearby Dalit hostel for temporary 
refuge.

“If  the rain becomes too heavy, all 
of  us squeeze into those old build-
ings,” Bista said. “When water fills the 
shelters, there’s simply nowhere else 
to go.”

According to the protesters, almost 
every major political leader, including 
sitting members of  federal parlia-
ment, has visited the camp over the 
past six months.

“They all promise that resettlement 
is coming,” Bista said. “We hoped this 
government would finally do some-
thing, but even that hope is fading. 
Nothing has moved forward.”

The displaced families continue to 
organise demonstrations to keep pres-
sure on the authorities.

On Monday, they marched through 
Mahendranagar before converging 
outside the District Administration 
Office. Similar sit-ins and protests 
have been held repeatedly over the 
years.

The dispute dates back nearly five 
decades.

The government declared the for-
mer Royal Hunting Reserve the 
Shuklaphanta Wildlife Reserve in 1976 
and began expanding its eastern 
boundary. By 2001, settlements inside 
the expanded conservation area had 
been cleared.

The reserve’s area grew from 150 
square kilometres to 305 square kilo-
metres, and in 2017 it was upgraded to 
Shuklaphanta National Park.

Families displaced during the  
earlier phases of  expansion were 
resettled elsewhere.

Those removed in 2001 are still  
waiting.

Since 1980, successive governments 
have formed 32 commissions and task 
forces to resolve the issue.

Most were given mandates lasting 
between three months and a year but 
none has been able to establish even 
the exact number of  families still 
awaiting resettlement.

Some commissions estimated 2,473 
displaced families, while others 
reported significantly fewer.

The most recent commission, head-
ed by former appellate court judge 
Jayananda Paneru, submitted its 
report on January 10, 2025. It  
identified 2,027 families eligible for 
resettlement.

An earlier commission led by for-
mer appellate court judge Thakur 
Prasad Sharma had concluded in 2014 
that only 1,480 families remained to be 
resettled.

Two commissions formed since 
then have relied on the numbers estab-
lished by Sharma. The Surendra Bam-
led commission recommended giving 
10 kattha of  land (one kattha equals 
0.03386 hectare) or Rs 6 million per 
family to the displaced families veri-
fied by Sharma’s commission.

Paneru’s commission proposed a 
different approach.

It recommended providing Rs1 mil-
lion to families still living inside 
national park or adjoining forest areas 
before relocating them. 

Families already living outside for-
est areas would receive Rs700,000, 
while those who had been issued land 
ownership certificates but had never 
been able to use their land would 
receive Rs500,000.

Successive commissions and task 
forces have overseen the resettlement 
of  roughly 5,200 families, distributing 
more than 4,042 bighas of  land across 
several locations in Kanchanpur dis-
trict, including Bagphanta, Piparaiya, 
Dhakka, Laxmipur, Simalphanta and 
Sundarpur.

For the families still living  
beneath leaking tarpaulins in 
Mahendranagar, however, those  
figures offer little comfort.

They say they have spent a quarter 
of  a century listening to promises.

Another monsoon has come, but a 
permanent home has not.

Over 300 people have lived in makeshift plastic shelters near Division Forest Office since January as monsoon sets in.

25 years since eviction, Shuklaphanta’s 
displaced still cling to hope for a home 

Post Photo
Displaced families and their rudimentary shelters built from mud, straw and tarpaulin outside the Division Forest Office in Mahendranagar.

>> Continued from page 1
It gained momentum over the weekend after 
prominent activist Sonam Wangchuk, whose 
three-week hunger strike became a symbol of  
the protests, was forcibly taken to a hospital by 
police. Video of  police beating protesters and 
dragging them away spread on social media, 
fueling public outrage. Footage showed young 
protesters crying and pleading with officers not 
to hit them, while others stood their ground and 
endured blows.

Delhi Police said nearly 180 people were 
injured, including 118 security personnel and 60 
protesters. Sona Bisht, a 20-year-old student who 
was part of  the protest, said the confrontation 
strengthened her resolve.

“If  the government thinks that doing this with 
Gen Z, they can stop us, then that won’t happen. 
We are here talking about education, talking 
about securing our future. And till the time our 
demands are not met, we will not move from 
here,” she said.

After nearly a month of  silence, the govern-
ment made its first apparent move to engage 
with the protesters on Monday, when a senior 
minister held talks with movement representa-
tives. The outreach failed to ease tensions.

Movement leaders said they wanted action 
rather than assurances, including Pradhan’s 
resignation, examination reforms and compen-
sation for families of  students who died by sui-
cide after alleged exam irregularities.

Dipke accused authorities of  breaking their 
word, saying police resorted to a baton charge 
after protesters were invited for talks.

Rights group Amnesty International said in a 
statement late Monday that the police action 
showed “how peaceful dissent is being sup-
pressed in India,” noting that the right to free-
dom of  peaceful assembly is recognised under 
the Indian constitution.

More people have joined the movement after 
seeing the confrontation.

Rabina Kashyap, a 26-year-old working profes-
sional, said she joined the protest on Tuesday.

“I have nothing to do with this protest,” she 
said. “But this is India, this is my country, and 
these are my people. So I will stand by them.”

>> Continued from page 1
Although one daughter is still in 
Nepal, Saraswati says distance can 
exist even within the same country.

“When my elder daughter came 
from Japan, my younger daughter 
also came to meet her,” she said. “Even 
though she is in Nepal, it feels like she 
is abroad. She has not come since.”

Her husband, once a chef  at a 
Pokhara hotel, suffered a health emer-
gency several years ago. Both daugh-
ters returned during his treatment, 
but eventually left again.

Today, he can walk around the 
house but has lost his ability to speak.

“Earlier, we would spend time talk-
ing together. Sometimes we would go 
out during fairs and festivals,” 
Saraswati said. “That is no longer 
possible.”

Technology helps her stay connect-
ed with her daughters.

The family has a Messenger group 
where they regularly talk through 
video calls.

“I do not feel like my daughters are 
far away,” she said.

But festivals remain painful.
“Dashain, Tihar and Teej are the 

hardest,” she said. “When daughters 
and relatives return to everyone else’s 
homes, my house feels empty.”

Still, she understands why her 
daughters left.

“We struggled to educate our  
children,” she said. “Once they  
studied and grew wings, we had to let 
them fly.”

For Hari and Mina Gurung (names 
changed), the empty spaces left behind 
by migration have become part of  
daily life.

The couple, aged 64 and 61, have 
lived alone in Kathmandu’s Tokha 
area for nine years.

Their daughters moved to Australia, 
one for higher education and another 
for work.

Hari once encouraged them to leave, 
believing foreign education would cre-
ate opportunities.

Today, he understands the cost.
“At that time, we thought studying 

abroad would give our children  
better opportunities,” he said. “But 
after finishing their studies, they 
begin thinking about settling perma-
nently. That leaves you with a strange 
emptiness.”

Their days now follow a quiet 
rhythm—morning walks, exercise, 
newspapers, household chores, gar-
dening and caring for chickens.

Their daughters remain close 
through regular calls.

“They call us, send voice messages 
and leave messages,” Hari said. “That 
alone reassures us.”

But Mina says the absence becomes 
more frightening during illness.

“When we were alone, we worried 
about what would happen if  both of  us 
fell sick at the same time and our chil-
dren were not around,” she said.

Not every parent experiences dis-

tance as a loss.
For 63-year-old Dr Samjhana Dhakal 

of  Kupandol, Lalitpur, her son’s life 
abroad is something she accepts.

Her son lives in Scotland, but daily 
conversations have kept their rela-
tionship strong.

“I speak with my son, daughter-in-
law and grandchildren every day,” she 
said. “Technology has made the world 
much smaller.”

Dhakal believes parents must allow 
their children to pursue their futures, 
even when that means living far away.

“As parents, we cannot think only 
about wanting them beside us,” she 
said. “A child’s progress is the greatest 
happiness for a parent.”

Having lived abroad herself  for edu-
cation, she understands the choices 
her son made.

For many Nepali parents, migration 
has created a new reality.

Their children may be thousands of  
kilometres away, but they remain only 
a phone call away.

Technology has shortened the  
distance.

But for parents like Dahal, the 
dream is still simple: not another 
video call, but a family meal at the 
same table, in the same kitchen, once 
again.

When children and families live far 
apart, their relationships are likely to 
weaken, says Laxman Prasad Sharma, 
Associate Professor of  Sociology at 
Tribhuvan University. While technol-
ogy allows parents in Nepal to stay in 
touch with children living abroad 
through video calls and messaging 
apps, he argues that digital communi-
cation cannot preserve the emotional 
closeness that comes from living 
together.

Technology may create the impres-
sion that families remain connected, 
Sharma says, but “social, family and 
emotional relationships have  
become increasingly fragile as  
migration has grown.” 

Beyond physical distance, he  
warns, prolonged separation weakens 
family intimacy, disrupts the transfer 
of  cultural values between genera-
tions, and shapes how children are 
raised and socialised—processes he 
considers fundamental to a healthy 
society.

Although Sharma acknowledges 
the benefits of  technology, he believes 
it cannot replace face-to-face interac-
tion. “Technology can be a tool for 
building a modern society, but it can-
not be an end in itself,” he says.

How video calls have 
become the new daily ritual 
for lonely Nepali parents

Indian youths vow  
indefinite protest 
until education  
minister quits 

Many Nepali parents 
now depend on phone 
calls to stay close to 
children living far away.

>> Continued from page 1
The roadmap placed high priority on advanc-
ing government digitisation and expanding 
information technology (IT) adoption. In prac-
tice, however, systemic failures are producing 
the opposite effect, severely disrupting access 
at heavily frequented public portals such as 
land revenue offices, transport management 
centres, the Department of  National ID and 
Civil Registration, and local municipal wards. 

The Ministry of  Women, Children, and 
Senior Citizens recently directed all local gov-
ernments to renew social security allowance 
identity cards. It also required beneficiaries 
whose biometric details had already been 
recorded to appear in person for verification. 
The circular instructed local units to verify 
individuals via fingerprint or facial recogni-
tion. Although central directives clarified that 
mandatory biometric re-verification should 
not be forced on those already registered, local 
units have insisted on physical re-verification. 
As a result, elderly citizens arrive only to be 
turned away after waiting hours because the 
system crashes under the heavy load.

Bijaya Kumari Prasai, director at the 
Department of  National ID and Civil 
Registration, clarified that local units were 
expressly advised against forcing unnecessary 
biometric steps on individuals whose profiles 
are already verified.

“We instructed local authorities that once 
an individual’s biometric profile exists, a sim-
ple verification of  life suffices, and if  biomet-
rics fail to capture, staff  should log it as a 
technical exception,” said Prasai. “Biometric 
verification was once compulsory, but that is 
no longer the case. The current problem stems 
from local authorities insisting on mandatory 
biometrics despite our guidelines.”

However, a frontline official at the 
Kathmandu ward 31 office defended the prac-
tice, citing fears of  administrative audits.

“If  we don’t capture live biometrics, audi-
tors later question why it was skipped,” said 
the ward official anonymously. “Therefore, we 
insist on mandatory biometrics. If  the server 
fails today, we simply ask citizens to return 
another day,” she added.

The systemic breakdown extends far beyond 
local ward offices. At the Transport 
Management Service Office in Sallaghari, 
Bhaktapur, Bhagawati Phuyal arrived on 
Monday on her scooter to renew her vehicle 
ownership document (bill book). Upon reach-
ing the entrance, security guards directed her 
to a notice on the gate. “The system is offline 
today,” they told her.

“I came here last Friday, and the office was 

practically deserted with hardly any staff  
present,” said Phuyal. “Today the staff  are 
present, but the system is down. My bill book 
renewal deadline expired at the end of  the last 
fiscal year, and I am running out of  options.”

Nearby stood Sunil Parajuli, a driver who 
transports Chinese tourists. He had taken time 
off  work to visit the transport office for the 
second time in three days.

“I came a few days ago, and no work could be 
done. Today is no different,” said Parajuli. 
“Making repeated trips back and forth without 
achieving anything is deeply frustrating.”

The notice at the transport office gate cited 
‘database migration’ and “structural realign-
ments” of  vehicle registration records to com-
ply with the new fiscal budget provisions. The 
Department of  Transport Management 
requested service seekers not to visit its offic-
es until July 24 except in emergencies, stating 
that the technical adjustments would take 
about a week.

Keshab Khatiwada, director at the 
Department of  Transport Management, 
defended the disruption, stating that non-es-
sential operations had to be paused across 
provinces to adjust internal software to new 
financial legislation.

“We are updating backend software to 

implement legal provisions related to tax rates 
and revenue collection,” said Khatiwada. 
“Services haven’t been suspended nationwide. 
Offices in Lumbini province are functional, 
and emergency services continue uninterrupt-
ed elsewhere.”

Similar breakdowns have plagued the coun-
try’s land administration. At the end of  the 
previous fiscal year, repeated crashes of  the 
Public Access Module operated by the 
Department of  Land Management and Archive 
paralysed land revenue offices nationwide. 
The crash stalled electronic request forms 
used by legal practitioners and financial insti-
tutions, disrupting land transfers, property 
freezes, and mortgage clearances.

Hari Sharan Thapa, a computer officer at 
the department, attributed the crash to the 
surge in transactions at the end of  the fiscal 
year, which overloaded the server. He said the 
system has since stabilised, though acknowl-
edging that fixing one software glitch fre-
quently triggers another.

Technology experts argue that these chron-
ic failures stem from fundamental architectur-
al flaws and chronic underinvestment in IT 
maintenance. Manohar Kumar Bhattarai, a 
prominent electronic governance and IT 
expert, pointed out that public software infra-

structure is rarely designed to handle peak 
traffic. “Every public system experiences peak 
operational hours, and system architecture 
must be designed to anticipate traffic spikes,” 
said Bhattarai. “Cloud-based infrastructure 
should possess auto-scaling capabilities that 
dynamically expand capacity when user traf-
fic swells. However, Nepal’s current public 
systems lack this basic flexibility and scalable 
capacity.”

Bhattarai added that the root problem lies in 
poor procurement and planning rather than 
aging hardware alone. “Government agencies 
focus overwhelmingly on procurement proce-
dures rather than long-term planning and the 
overall lifecycle of  IT systems,” said Bhattarai. 
“Contractual agreements fail to hold vendors 
accountable for system uptime. Furthermore, 
due to budget constraints and delays in foreign 
currency allocations, agencies often fail to 
purchase timely security patches, leaving soft-
ware vulnerable.”

According to officials at the Civil 
Registration Department, 6,743 local wards 
across the country attempt to log into the cen-
tral system simultaneously between 10:30 am 
and 2:30 pm every day to process social securi-
ty renewals, and this overloads the server.

Infrastructure across critical government 
data centres has gone without major upgrades 
for over three to four years, with many offices 
relying on outdated servers and software that 
lack regular security audits or Secure Sockets 
Layer (SSL) certificate updates.

The operational confusion has been com-
pounded by recent structural overhauls with-
in the bureaucracy. In March, the government 
dissolved standalone IT oversight bodies—
including the Department of  Information 
Technology and the Integrated Data 
Management Centre—transferring digital 
infrastructure, software management, and IT 
security mandates directly under the Office of  
the Prime Minister and Council of  Ministers 
to reduce institutional fragmentation.

However, the theoretical benefits of  this 
restructuring remain unrealised, as 
Organisation and Management (O&M) sur-
veys have yet to be finalised.

Experts stress that administrative restruc-
turing alone will not solve the crisis without 
technical capacity and sustained funding. 
“Transitioning to paperless governance 
requires far more than political declarations,” 
said Bhattarai, suggesting that the govern-
ment must invest equally in robust technical 
management, infrastructure scaling, and 
operational maintenance if  digital public ser-
vices are ever to become reliable.”

‘The system is down’ becomes the new normal at government offices

post Photo: Dipesh Darshandhari
Service seekers at the Land Revenue Office in Bhaktapur, Monday. Repeated server outages at government 
offices have disrupted public services in recent days. 
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Most of  the missions, including 
those whose ambassadors were 
recalled by the current government in 
April, are being run by chargés d’af-
faires.

“Without a resident ambassador, an 
embassy can do little more than keep 
the office running,” said Naresh 
Bikram Dhakal, who served as Nepal’s 
ambassador to Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar. “If  the government wants 
stronger political engagement and 
closer bilateral relations, it should 
appoint ambassadors without delay.”

Further delay in the appointments 
would leave more missions headless, 
as seven more ambassadors are retir-
ing by the end of  August. While the 
overwhelming number of  applicants 
delayed the selection process, uncer-
tainty over how many embassies the 
government planned to shut down 

also contributed to the delay. “Until 
the annual budget announcement, 
there was no clarity over how many 
missions would be shut down, so 
there was a kind of  confusion. Now 
that confusion has been resolved,” a 
joint secretary at the foreign ministry 
said.

Through the budget, Finance 
Minister Swarnim Wagle announced 
that the government would close the 
embassies in Denmark, Brazil, and 
South Africa, and shut down the 
Consulate General offices in San 
Francisco (US) and Chengdu (China), 
along with the embassy branch in 
Visakhapatnam (India).

“The foreign ministry therefore 
had to redraw its appointment plan, 
hence the delay,” the official said.

For decades, ambassadorial 
appointments have been divided 
between political nominees and 

career diplomats.
This time, the ministry invited 

applications through an open compe-
tition to fill ambassadorial posts in 
India, China, the US, the UK, 
Australia, Israel, South Korea, 
Austria, Bahrain, Bangladesh, 
Malaysia, Oman, and Saudi Arabia, 
among others, as well as positions at 
international organisations.

Talks are underway to give continu-
ity to some ambassadors after they 
complete their terms after August, 
said one foreign ministry official. It is 
also not known whether recommenda-
tions will be made for the remaining 
seven missions after August.

“The selection process is under 
way,” said Lok Bahadur Paudel 
Chhetri, the foreign ministry spokes-
person, adding, “Once it is complete, 
the recommendations will be made 
public.”

After 4,400 applications, envoy selection in final stage

>> Continued from page 1

Finance Minister Swarnim Wagle 
described the move as a suspension 
rather than a permanent withdrawal.

“In a parliamentary system with a 
strong prime minister, what the prime 
minister says is final,” Wagle told 
Kantipur. “We consulted each other 
when introducing the fees, and the 
decision to suspend them was also 
reached through mutual consulta-
tion.”

Asked whether the decision had 
been approved by the Cabinet, Wagle 
said the proposal was ready to be pre-
sented.

“The proposal for the Cabinet has 
been prepared under Section 18 of  the 
Financial Act. I spent about an hour 

discussing this issue with the prime 
minister on Monday, and today’s 
announcement was made on that 
basis,” he said.

Minister Wagle said the education 
and health equity fees were originally 
intended to finance a dedicated equity 
fund.

The government had planned to 
pool revenue from several sources, 
including the education and health 
equity fees, excise duties on alcohol 
and tobacco, and certain charges on 
foreign currency used by Nepalis 
travelling abroad, to create a mul-
ti-billion-rupee fund.

According to the finance minister, 
the fund would finance nutrition pro-
grammes for Dalit and marginalised 

children, expand health insurance 
coverage and improve public educa-
tional institutions.

“The decision announced today 
only suspends the education and 
health equity fees,” Wagle said. “The 
work to establish the Equity Fund 
will continue, but alternative revenue 
sources will be explored.”

He said the government is drafting 
an executive order to establish the 
fund, similar to the Reconstruction 
Fund created after the 2015 earth-
quake.

On the question whether the gov-
ernment had underestimated the pub-
lic response before introducing the 
fees, Wagle declined to comment.

Section 18 of  the Finance Act allows 
the Ministry of  Finance to reduce, 
increase or exempt certain taxes and 
fees during the fiscal year under spec-
ified conditions. However, any such 
changes must follow the legal proce-
dures set out in the law.

The Act requires the ministry to 
present details of  any tax changes to 
the federal parliament and publish 
the decision in the Nepal Gazette.

As of  Tuesday evening, no Cabinet 
decision or Gazette notification had 
been issued to give legal effect to the 
prime minister’s announcement, leav-
ing uncertainty over when the sus-
pension will formally come into force.

The announcement has neverthe-
less been welcomed by consumer 
groups and sections of  the public who 
had criticised the fees as an addition-
al financial burden at a time of  rising 
living costs.

Balendra Shah government announces 
rollback of 3 percent health, education fees

Post file Photo
Prime Minister Balendra Shah speaking at Parliament for the first time at the end of May.

 ANISH TIWARI
SINDHUPALCHOK, JULY 21

Incessant rainfall has brought opera-
tions at the Tatopani border cross-
ing—a crucial trade route between 
Nepal and China—to a complete halt 
for the past six days. The landslides 
and severe road subsidence have left 
around 150 cargo containers carrying 
goods worth millions of  rupees 
stranded on the Chinese side, while 
dozens of  freight trucks are stuck on 
the Nepali side.

Traders, exasperated by the recur-
ring road obstructions in the Tatopani 
trading area—which has struggled to 
bounce back since the devastating 
2015 earthquakes—have voiced bitter 
grievances against the government, 
declaring that what was once a ‘hero 
border crossing’ has now been reduced 
to a ‘zero border crossing’.

By Tuesday, the crucial border link 
had remained completely inoperative. 
The Kodari road section was disrupt-
ed on July 13 following a heavy land-
slide at Liping and major road subsid-
ence near the Eco and Daklang areas, 
and authorities have been unable to 
restore traffic.

Rajesh Bhandari, an executive 
member of  the Nepal Trans-
Himalayan Border Commerce 
Association, said although light 
access was temporarily cleared 
around Liping and Daklang, traffic 
ground to a total halt because the 
earth continues to sink daily at Eco.

“Over 150 containers carrying per-
ishable items such as apples, oranges, 
and ginger, as well as readymade gar-
ments and industrial machinery, are 
stranded across the landslide zone,” 
said Bhandari. “Furthermore, more 
than 45 trucks loaded with goods worth 
millions of  rupees are stuck further 
inland at Nyalam and adjacent regions 
in China. When will the government 
finally open its eyes to our plight?”

Having enjoyed uninterrupted oper-
ations until July 11 due to a late arriv-
al of  monsoon, the Tatopani point 
faced its first major seasonal shut-
down this year. Following two days of  
incessant downpour, a massive mud-
slide engulfed Liping while the road 
bed at Eco gave way completely, slump-
ing into the churning Bhote Koshi 
river. The long-standing landslide at 
Daklang, which authorities had man-
aged to stabilise recently, has also 
reactivated.

Narayan Dutta Bhandari, chief  of  

the Division Road Office in Charikot, 
stated that road crews cleared debris 
at Liping and briefly managed to open 
a passage through Daklang. He, how-
ever, said that continuous rainfall at 
the Eco area has severely hindered 
repair efforts, though emergency 
work remains underway.

After the initial landslides and road 
collapse last Monday, technical teams 
patched the damaged sections, ena-
bling one-way traffic by Thursday 
evening. Trans-border freight move-
ment resumed briefly, but relentless 
overnight rains caused a swollen 
mountain rivulet to wash away the 
newly repaired track at Eco on 
Thursday night, forcing the border 
closure once again.

‘Hero to Zero’ customs point
Before the devastating 2015 earth-
quake, the border settlement present-
ed a starkly different reality. The town 
was adorned with decorative lights, 
neat modern buildings, and bustling 
markets teeming with merchants and 
travellers. Long queues of  cargo con-
tainers and public vehicles jammed 
the lanes, waiting to unload merchan-
dise while security personnel strug-
gled to direct the relentless traffic. 
Across the border lay Khasa, and on 
the Nepali side, Liping market exuded 
the vibrant atmosphere of  a daily fes-
tival.

In those peak years, Nepali traders 
regularly travelled into the Khasa 
market area to fetch up to 200 contain-
er loads of  goods every day. Situated in 
Bhotekoshi Rural Municipality-2 in 
Sindhupalchok district, the Liping 
market serves as the gateway to the 
Miteri Bridge (Friendship Bridge) 
connecting Nepal and China.

Before the earthquake and its pow-
erful aftershocks devastated the 
region, Tatopani was celebrated 
nationwide as the premier commer-
cial hub and the primary overland 
route for pilgrims heading to Kailash 
Mansarovar in Tibet. To local entre-
preneurs today, those golden years feel 
like a distant dream.

Now, the border point stands deso-
late and eerie.

“The hero border point of  the past 
has turned into a zero border point 
today. Nothing is like what it used to 
be,” said Amrit Khadka, a former 
VDC chairman of  the Tatopani region. 
Khadka, who remains involved in 
numerous educational and commer-
cial initiatives, has been a direct wit-

ness to the decline of  Tatopani.
Prior to the 2015 disaster, the Liping 

area boasted around 150 houses and 
shelters, 60 hotels, five commercial 
bank branches, and dozens of  cooper-
atives and corporate offices. However, 
when the earthquake demolished 
physical structures and forced the bor-
der to close, the entire local popula-
tion was displaced.

To make matters worse, a cata-
strophic flash flood in the Bhote Koshi 
river dealt a second devastating blow 
to the border town as it was barely 
beginning to recover in 2016. The dis-
aster occurred when a landslide at 
Chepsang, between Khasa and Kuti in 
Tibet, dammed the river, creating a 
temporary body of  water that eventu-
ally burst. The resulting flash flood 
swept away 80 homes in Liping.

At present, only seven to ten dilapi-
dated, half-ruined houses remain 
amidst the rubble. Near the Miteri 
Bridge, a small arrival-and-departure 
facility with a modest walkthrough 
gate has been erected and painted, 
while the local immigration office 
functions out of  a roughly repainted 
structure. In Liping market, a handful 
of  business owners have renovated 
derelict buildings or set up temporary 
shacks to run small hotels and retail 
shops selling Chinese goods.

Local residents are permitted to 
buy household items only after walk-
ing up to a cluster of  roughly two 
dozen small shops near the border-de-
marcating Miteri Bridge. Previously, 
local Nepalis were granted entry into 

the Chinese border area purely for 
domestic purchases. However, follow-
ing the recent Gen Z protests in Nepal, 
Chinese authorities restricted local 
movement, permitting residents to 
cross over only once a day and return 
with limited goods.

“We had hoped the opening of  the 
customs point would improve condi-
tions, but crossing the border is no 
longer smooth,” said Sangdoma 
Sherpa, a resident of  Bhotekoshi-3. 
“Chinese security personnel across the 
border do not display a welcoming atti-
tude. Ever since the protests and the 
subsequent change of  government in 
Nepal, they have gradually tightened 
entry passes and movement rules.”

Despite generating billions of  
rupees in customs revenue whenever 
the border is functioning, the govern-
ment has failed to provide safe park-
ing facilities or organised infrastruc-
ture for freight vehicles. Business 
owners who returned to reopen shops 
and hotels—hoping for a revival of  
cross-border commerce—express deep 
frustration at the constant parade of  
visiting ministers, politicians, and 
official inspection teams.

“People keep proclaiming that the 
border is open, but looking at the real-
ity here fills us with despair,” said 
Sete Shrestha, a local trader. “Across 
the border in China, immense modern 
infrastructure has been constructed. 
Meanwhile, we spend our days staring 
at these ruins alongside visitors who 
come just to sightsee. China has fin-
ished building its infrastructure up to 

the border. Nepal, on the other hand, 
has made no preparations at all.” 

The local economy has been hit fur-
ther by strict customs enforcement. 
Information Officer Tul Bahadur 
Pandey at the Tatopani Dry Port and 
Customs Office reported that import 
volumes dropped from around 4,500 
containers in the fiscal year 2024-25 to 
just 3,600 in 2025-26. Daily container 
arrivals, which previously averaged 
25 to 30 trucks, have plummeted to ten, 
seven, or even four per day. Pandey 
attributed this drop to recurrent road 
blockages caused by floods and land-
slides, inadequate physical infrastruc-
ture, and stringent technical regula-
tions. The Tatopani Customs Office 
recently banned the entry of  food and 
agricultural goods lacking formal 
quarantine clearance at the Miteri 
Bridge passenger branch.

Pandey explained that, under gov-
ernment mandates, commercial firms 
registered for VAT must fulfill all legal 
import requirements and obtain valid 
quarantine permits before bringing in 
items. Unprocessed goods are no 
longer allowed through customs, end-
ing the old practice where individuals 
could import goods worth up to 
Rs5,000 by paying a simple flat fee.

This sudden enforcement has 
severely impacted hundreds of  fami-
lies across Bhotekoshi Rural 
Municipality and the nearby 
Barhabise. Kumar Shrestha, chair of  
Bhotekoshi Rural Municipality-2, 
emphasised that the new rules have 
plunged local livelihoods into crisis. 
“Numerous border families relied 
entirely on this small-scale trade for 
their daily survival. Now they have 
been left essentially jobless,” said 
Shrestha.

Barhabise-Tatopani road remains 
in dire state for decade
The 26-kilometre Barhabise-Tatopani 
stretch of  the strategic Kodari Highway 
has not seen a full upgrade since the 
2015 earthquake. Every monsoon, this 
vital transport artery is severely dis-
rupted by landslides. Shrestha 
expressed frustration that despite 
being assigned to Chinese grant fund-
ing and Chinese contractors, the road’s 
condition remains abysmal.

“It is once again Chinese grants, 
Chinese companies, and Chinese con-
tractors, yet the condition of  the high-
way remains unchanged,” he said.

Following the 2015 disaster, the 
Chinese government announced sub-

stantial financial assistance across 
multiple phases for the reconstruction 
of  the Kodari Highway and landslide 
control. During former President Ram 
Baran Yadav’s official visit to China in 
2015, Chinese President Xi Jinping 
pledged approximately Rs16.20 billion 
in aid.

Under this assistance programme, 
the contract for road repairs and 
asphalt paving was awarded to the 
China Railway Fourth Construction 
Bureau Group Company Ltd. Nearly a 
decade later, however, major sections 
of  the road remain the same.

Last year, massive landslides forced 
the Tatopani border to close for nearly 
three months. Following intense pres-
sure from local residents, a budget of  
Rs484.9 million was allocated for land-
slide mitigation. According to 
Division Road chief  Bhandari, a con-
tract was initially awarded to a Nepali 
construction firm, which completed 
roughly 15 percent of  the work before 
the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
instructed the office to terminate the 
agreement. The ministry decided that 
the work should be executed through a 
Chinese firm; however, the designated 
Chinese construction company has 
yet to mobilise to the site.

According to Bhandari, while two 
preliminary phases of  agreements 
have been signed between Nepal and 
China, the formal implementation 
agreement remains pending. 
Authorities hope the Chinese firm 
will commence long-term landslide 
stabilisation at the Eco site once the 
monsoon subsides.

Local residents emphasise that find-
ing a lasting solution is exceptionally 
difficult, as around 175 households 
reside on the hill directly above the 
Eco landslide while the furious Bhote 
Koshi continuously erodes the base 
below.

Sharada Prasad Parajuli, an execu-
tive member of  the Trans-Himalayan 
Border Commerce Association, high-
lighted that recurring road closures 
force many traders to reroute trucks 
carrying perishable cargo to the 
Rasuwagadhi-Kerung border crossing 
instead.

“Severe bank erosion by the Bhote 
Koshi river is now threatening the 
customs yard itself,” said Parajuli. 
“When landslides block the road, 
responsible government agencies fail 
to clear them promptly, forcing traders 
to pool their own money to clear the 
debris and repair the track.”

Tatopani shut for six days, leaving freight containers stranded
The Kodari road section was disrupted on July 13 following a heavy landslide at Liping and major road subsidence near the Eco and Daklang areas.

Post Photo
The Friendship Bridge at the Tatopani border point, pictured recently.
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Our View

Having endured one of  its worst floods last year—triggered by 
intense monsoons and compounded by sudden water releases into 
the Chenab and Ravi from across the border—Punjab is preparing 
for ‘high floods’ this year, even though the situation has been nor-
mal so far. The decision signifies that flood management is being 
shaped by caution rather than data and certainty. The caution 
stems from a critical information gap created by India’s contin-
ued withholding of  upstream river-flow data following its unilat-
eral and illegal suspension of  the Indus Waters Treaty. In such 
circumstances, where early warning systems are deprived of  vital 
upstream data, preparing for the worst is a prudent course of  
action. Flood forecasting is essential for saving lives and limiting 
damage. Accurate and timely information gives the authorities 
enough time to evacuate vulnerable communities, strengthen 
embankments, manage reservoirs and protect critical infrastruc-
ture. When upstream river-flow data is unavailable, officials have 
to rely on estimates and alternative sources, making flood fore-
casts less accurate and reducing the time available to respond. As 
climate change brings more frequent and intense extreme weath-
er events, such uncertainty only increases the risks for communi-
ties living along the country’s rivers. That any country would put 
tens of  thousands of  lives at risk in pursuit of  political leverage 
is deeply regrettable.

That said, we must also realise our own flood management 
shortcomings. The devastating floods of  recent years have exposed 
persistent weaknesses in early warning systems, coordination 
among government agencies, land-use planning and the unchecked 
encroachment of  the floodplains. Despite repeated promises of  
reform, these gaps remain. It is therefore encouraging to see the 
provincial authorities adopting a more proactive approach this 
year by preparing for a worst-case scenario and taking precau-
tionary measures to reduce the risks faced by vulnerable commu-
nities. Preparing for the worst is a sensible response to uncertain-
ty. But emergency planning cannot become a substitute for build-
ing a stronger, more resilient flood management system. As cli-
mate change makes extreme weather more frequent and severe, 
Pakistan must invest in stronger flood defences and modern fore-
casting systems to better protect lives and livelihoods. At the same 
time, it should continue to expose the humanitarian consequenc-
es of  the Indian government’s decision to withhold vital upstream 
river-flow data that has created great risks for millions of  people 
living downstream.

— Dawn (Pakistan)/ANN

Their view

Fix fertiliser crisis
Arrest of Nepali farmers in India reveals how fertiliser 

shortage is forcing them to seek risky choices. 

A shortage of  chemical fertiliser during the peak farming 
season has been a perennial problem in Nepal. It recurred this 
year as well. The government has all the information regard-
ing the quantity the country needs, the timing of  the demand, 
and the investment required to make fertilisers available at 
subsidised prices. Yet, it persistently fails to ensure their 
timely availability. As a result, farmers, mainly from Tarai, 
have to rely on the Indian market, fraught with legal risks. 

India provides fertilisers—mainly Di-Ammonium 
Phosphate (DAP), urea and potash—to its farmers at subsi-
dised rates. Under India’s Fertiliser (Control) Order and the 
Essential Commodities Act, 1955, subsidised fertiliser dis-
tributed for agricultural use cannot legally be exported or 
transported outside the country without authorisation. The 
law enables authorities to confiscate both the fertiliser and 
the vehicle used for transportation, while offenders can face 
imprisonment and fines.

Indian security forces have often been flexible in allowing 
Nepali farmers to bring in a few sacks of  fertiliser. However, 
rising prices and shortages triggered by global tensions have 
prompted the Indian states of  Uttar Pradesh and Bihar to 
tighten enforcement against attempts to supply fertiliser to 
Nepal. As a result, they are even making arrests, as recently 
happened to Nagendra Prasad Singh, 60, and Suresh Prasad 
Singh, 55, of  Sarlahi district. The siblings, who were arrested 
in Sonbarsa, Bihar, remained behind bars for three weeks 
before the Nepal government started diplomatic dealings for 
their release. 

Although it came late, the Foreign Ministry’s diplomatic 
initiative, which is expected to secure the release of  the 
Singh brothers in a few days, is a welcome move. But that is 
not enough. Taking this as a lesson, the government should 
now focus on ensuring that no other Nepali citizen has to face 
what the Singh brothers endured. For that, chemical fertil-
iser should be made readily available to the nearly 60 percent 
of  the population engaged in agriculture. Only then can the 
country permanently end the compulsion to depend on sup-
plies from across the border.

Paddy production is not just a localised issue for farmers 
like the Singh brothers but a national concern, as it is direct-
ly linked to the country’s Gross Domestic Product. Better 
harvests contribute to higher economic growth, and fertiliser 
is one of  the key inputs for increasing agricultural productiv-
ity. Nepali farmers are already struggling with several chal-
lenges. Less than half  of  the country’s agricultural land has 
irrigation facilities, leaving the rest dependent on rainfall. 
Erratic rainfall patterns caused by climate change have fur-
ther compounded the problem. Expanding irrigation infra-
structure is costly and time-consuming; climatic conditions 
are beyond anyone’s control. 

One thing that any responsible government can address, 
however, is the timely availability of  chemical fertiliser. This 
is possible through timely planning by assessing what vol-
ume of  each type of  fertiliser is needed and when. Successive 
governments have promised such planning but failed to deliv-
er. As the present government came to power only about four 
months ago, it may not be appropriate to pin the blame on it. 
However, it cannot be excused if  the same problem persists in 
the next planting season. The government’s ability to ensure 
the timely supply of  fertiliser should be the basis for judging 
its performance. 

Flood data gap
Pakistan must invest in stronger flood defences and 
modern forecasting systems to better protect lives.

Opinion

Much of  the debate on the relevance of  
Nepal’s provincial tier has focused on 
costs. However, the decision to estab-
lish provinces was never merely an 
economic or administrative one. It was 
fundamentally a political and constitu-
tional response to Nepal’s long struggle 
for inclusion, representation and 
regional autonomy. The demand dates 
back to the establishment of  the Nepal 
Tarai Congress in 1951. These move-
ments ultimately shaped the federal 
structure enshrined in the 2015 
Constitution.

Federalism, however, was intended 
to achieve more than political inclu-
sion. It sought to constitutionally 
decentralise public authority, fiscal 
resources, planning and investment so 
that economic opportunities would 
spread beyond the Kathmandu Valley. 
Provinces should, therefore, be judged 
not only by political debates, but also 
by empirical evidence. Have Nepal’s 
development indicators improved dur-
ing the federal era? While this alone 
cannot establish direct causation, it 
helps assess whether Nepal’s develop-
ment trajectory has strengthened since 
federalism was implemented.

As political scientist Daniel Elazar 
described, federalism combines self-
rule with shared rule, meaning provin-
cial governments are constitutionally 
empowered entities rather than federal 
subordinates. Ronald Watts, a leading 
scholar of  comparative federalism, 
noted that federalism brings govern-
ance closer to citizens to better reflect 
local priorities, while professor Wallace 
Oates explained that subnational gov-
ernments deliver public services more 
efficiently due to superior local knowl-
edge. Together, these frameworks show 
that provinces are meant to strengthen 
democracy, improve service delivery 
and foster long-term development. The 
central question remains whether this 
holds up in Nepal’s case.

To examine this, I compared key 
macroeconomic and fiscal indicators 
before and after provincial govern-
ments became operational, utilising 
data from the IMF’s World Economic 
Outlook Database (2024). To prevent 
distortion from extraordinary shocks, 

the earthquake years (2015-16), the 
transition year (2017) and the Covid-19 
pandemic years (2020-21) were exclud-
ed. The analysis thus covers two stable 
periods: 2010-14 (pre-federal) and 2018-
19 combined with 2022-24 (post-federal).

While weighted averages provide 
greater precision, simple arithmetic 
averages were used due to data limita-
tions across all indicators. This 
descriptive approach offers transparen-
cy, though it should not be treated as a 
formal econometric assessment. The 
findings are encouraging. Every indi-
cator moved positively during the 
post-federal period. Average annual 
real GDP growth rose from 4.49 percent 
to 5.0 percent, suggesting a stronger 
growth trajectory during comparable 
non-crisis years.

Recent fiscal data directly reinforces 
this transition. According to the 

Financial Comptroller General Office’s 
2024-25 financial report across all three 
government tiers, capital spending 
accounts for 61 percent of  total provin-
cial expenditure compared to just 15 
percent for the federal government and 
35 percent at the local level. Although 
the provincial fiscal purse remains rel-
atively small, this stark contrast under-
scores their primary focus on develop-
ment and infrastructure investment. 
Taken together, these metrics confirm 
that Nepal achieved stronger macroe-
conomic and fiscal performance along-
side provincial operations. At mini-
mum, the evidence shows that federal-
ism has coincided with an era of  
enhanced national development rather 
than economic stagnation.

While the national economic picture 
is encouraging, the regional reality 

remains mixed. A primary objective of  
federalism is not merely boosting 
aggregate national income, but distrib-
uting economic opportunities more 
equitably across provinces. In a mature 
federal system, subnational units 
should gradually emerge as self-sus-
taining centres of  production, invest-
ment and employment rather than 
remaining peripheral to a single domi-
nant metropolis.

Measured against this benchmark, 
progress has been slower than antici-
pated. According to the National 
Statistics Office’s recent GDP data set, 
Bagmati Province remains Nepal’s pri-
mary economic hub, accounting for 
36.71 percent of  national GDP. Though 
down marginally from 37.03 percent in 
2018-19, this persistent concentration 
shows that nearly eight years of  federal 
governance have yielded only a modest 

shift in regional economic balance. 
There are, nevertheless, encouraging 

signs of  dispersion. Gandaki (8.87per-
cent to 8.98 percent), Lumbini (14.15 
percent to 14.19 percent), Karnali (3.98 
percent to 4.20 percent) and 
Sudurpashchim (6.86 percent to 7.03 
percent)—each recorded slight gains in 
their national GDP share between 2018-
19 and 2025-26. While small, these gains 
indicate that economic activity is slow-
ly branching beyond the traditional 
capital core.

Contrarily, Koshi (15.81 percent to 
15.80 percent) and Madhesh (13.30 per-
cent to 13.08 percent) experienced a 
slight decline over the same period. 
The stagnation in Madhesh is particu-
larly notable. Given its fertile agricul-
tural plains, industrial clusters, prox-
imity to the Indian border and central 

role in the political movement for fed-
eralism, Madhesh was widely expected 
to become a primary engine of  regional 
growth. Its sluggish share suggests its 
full economic potential remains 
untapped.

Provincial fiscal space remains 
severely constrained. In Fiscal Year 
2026-27, the combined budget of  all 
seven provincial governments totals 
roughly Rs300 billion—a sum rivalled 
by single federal ministries, such as the 
Ministry of  Infrastructure 
Development (approximately Rs310 bil-
lion). This stark imbalance under-
scores that despite constitutional devo-
lution, development capital remains 
overwhelmingly centralised. Without 
expanded fiscal and administrative 
autonomy, provinces will struggle to 
meet their constitutional mandates.

While political debates often domi-
nate discussions on federalism, its suc-
cess ultimately hinges on economic 
outcomes. The evidence suggests that 
Nepal’s federal transition has coincid-
ed with stronger growth, higher capital 
investment and expanded fiscal capaci-
ty. Though provinces are not solely 
responsible for these gains, their focus 
on capital spending has strengthened 
state capacity at the grassroots level.

However, the economic promise of  
federalism remains partially unful-
filled. Economic activity remains heav-
ily concentrated in Bagmati Province, 
while other provinces have made only 
modest gains. Moving forward, the core 
challenge facing Nepal is not whether 
provinces should exist, but how to 
transform them into powerful engines 
of  regional development.

If  the first decade of  federalism was 
defined by constitutional setup and 
political devolution, the next must cen-
tre on economic federalism. This 
requires strengthening provincial 
economies, expanding their fiscal 
space, enacting delayed federal legisla-
tion, attracting regional investment 
and narrowing inter-provincial  
disparities.

Unlocking these potential demands 
stronger collaboration between provin-
cial administrations and the private 
sector. Subnational governments must 
foster investment-friendly environ-
ments, while businesses need to look 
beyond the Kathmandu Valley, towards 
emerging regional markets. 
Simultaneously, national public invest-
ment and institutions must be strategi-
cally decentralised across the provinc-
es to accelerate balanced growth.

Devkota is an expert in federalism.

A decade ago this summer, a 41-year-old 
economist stood among the architects 
of  one of  the fastest, most credible dis-
aster assessments a poor country has 
ever produced. Nepal’s National 
Planning Commission (NPC) had one 
month to answer a pressing question 
after the 2015 earthquakes killed nearly 
9,000 people: How much would it cost to 
rebuild and could the world be persuad-
ed to pay for it? 

Swarnim Wagle, then a member of  
the Commission, steered that process 
jointly with the World Bank, UNDP, the 
EU, ADB and JICA to deliver on June 
15, 2015, a Post Disaster Needs 
Assessment (PDNA) which put the 
damage at roughly $7 billion and recon-
struction needs at $6.7 billion, about 30 
percent of  GDP. Ten days later, at the 
International Conference on Nepal’s 
Reconstruction (ICNR), held under a 
tent in Tundikhel, the world answered. 
Over $4 billion was pledged, with India 
committing $1 billion, China $483 mil-
lion, the World Bank $500 million and 
ADB $600 million.

It remains one of  the more remarka-
ble feats of  economic diplomacy in 
Nepal’s modern history. This is why, 
when Wagle took oath as Finance 
Minister on March 27, so many people 
in Kathmandu’s business community 
allowed themselves a flicker of  hope. 
Finally, here was a technocrat who had 
actually done the thing everyone talks 
about doing. He converted Nepal’s 
chronic credibility deficit into hard 
commitments from people who did not 
have to say yes.

The RSP’s near two-thirds majority 
in the March election meant that Nepal 
had, for once, the thing every econo-
mist says the country lacks: Political 
stability with a clear reform mandate 
and no coalition to appease. If  ever 
there was a moment to convert legiti-
macy into capital, this was it.

On May 29, Wagle delivered the larg-
est budget in Nepal’s history: Rs2,124.34 
billion, targeting 7 percent growth up 
from 3.85 percent the year before. He 
doubled the income tax exemption 
threshold, cut the top marginal rate 10 
points to 29 percent, simplified customs 
from 11 tariff  tiers to seven, abolished 
excise duty on 360 goods and announced 
a sovereign wealth fund to deploy part 

of  Nepal’s record $24 billion reserves. 
He proposed easier exit rules for for-
eign investors, a mechanism for Nepali 
firms to list on foreign exchanges 
through Global Depositary Receipts 
and a pledge to pursue new invest-
ment-protection and double-taxation 
treaties. On paper, it read like a mar-
ket-friendly reset.

The market did not agree. In the first 
100 days of  the Balendra Shah govern-
ment, the Nepal Stock Exchange fell on 
45 of  67 trading days, sliding from a 
pre-inauguration high near 2,950 points 
to a six-month low around 2,570–a 
decline that continued even after the 
budget directly addressed long-stand-
ing investor demands. Nearly Rs600 
billion in market value evaporated. 
Non-performing loans officially 
climbed to 5.6 percent. Private invest-
ment as a share of  GDP fell from rough-
ly a quarter to under a fifth. And most 
tellingly, by June, only 35 percent of  the 
year’s capital budget had been spent, 
worse than the 44 percent managed by 
the previous government over the same 
period. A government elected explicitly 
to fix execution was executing worse 
than its predecessor.

Wagle, today, holds an interesting posi-
tion, for he now has to cure the disease 
that he once diagnosed. As an opposition 
MP in April 2024, watching Nepal stage 
yet another underwhelming investment 
summit, he said plainly, “It’s been 30 
years that Nepal has been asking foreign-
ers to invest in Nepal. But they are not 
coming. Why should they come?” 

He is now the man who has to answer 
his own question.

The PDNA playbook was built for 
sovereign-to-sovereign pledging: 
Governments and multilateral develop-
ment banks committing grants and 
concessional loans against a public 
reconstruction bill that everyone had a 
humanitarian stake in closing. What 
Nepal needs now is a structurally dif-
ferent type of  money—catalytic capital 
and commercial foreign direct invest-
ment. Providers of  such capital only 
respond to measurable impact and 
risk-adjusted return.

Development Finance Institutions 
(DFIs), like IFC, the US Development 
Finance Corporation, British 
International Investment and ADB’s 
private-sector window, exist to provide 
catalytic capital to absorb early risk 
that commercial money won’t yet 
touch, proving out a market so others 
can follow. Nepal’s hydropower, 
agri-processing and climate-resilient 
infrastructure sectors are strong candi-
dates as they are theoretically banka-
ble. But there isn’t enough confidence 
among DFIs because of  currency risk, 
uncertain offtake agreements, land 
acquisition friction, inconsistent poli-
cies and practices on the flow of  for-
eign capital in and out of  the country.

Multinational and regional private 
equity already active elsewhere in South 
Asia, portfolio investors and sovereign 
co-investors that are more commercially 
oriented want none of  the development 
narrative. They want comparables. They 
want to see what has already worked  
in Nepal, what an exit actually looks like 
in practice and what an arbitration 
clause is worth when tested.

Wagle is uniquely equipped to speak 
to both audiences. His own 2011 World 
Bank research on FDI-specific regula-
tion argued that what attracts FDI into 
a country is regulatory design, not the 
size of  the tax break on offer. Few 
Nepali ministers could make that argu-
ment to a room of  institutional inves-
tors in their own analytical language.

And there is no better time than now 
for Wagle to hit the road to showcase 
his vision for Nepal’s economic pros-
perity and ask international investors 
to commit their capital and resources 
to Nepal. Invite the hyper-scalers to set 
up ring-fenced 30 MW data centres 
alongside hydropower plants we have. 
Approach established infra builders 
specialising in building mega projects 
to commission rail networks to connect 
key cities under BOOT or HAM. 
Convene a marathon session with DFIs 
to improve their confidence to have 
them commit their capital for Nepali 
businesses in addition to the hydro and 
financial sectors. 

Let’s not use geopolitics as an excuse 
to delay getting started. Given the clean 
governance and broader management 
bandwidth the new government brings 
to the table, coupled with Nepal’s supe-
rior brand equity, the perceived geo-po-
litical challenges should be managea-
ble, especially with respect to our eco-
nomic agenda.

Catalytic capital conversation should 
come before commercial roadshows in 
Singapore, Mumbai or Dubai, because 
early risk-absorption by development 
finance institutions is what makes the 
subsequent commercial pitch credible 
in the first place. Ideally, the newly pro-
posed sovereign wealth fund should be 
positioned as a co-investment signal—
evidence that Nepal is willing to put its 
own reserves alongside foreign capital.

And whatever gets negotiated needs 
an institutional home that survives the 
minister who negotiated it to ensure a 
delivery mechanism with statutory 
backing so that a cabinet reshuffle or 
the next election cycle does not strand 
half-built projects.

The continuity between Wagle’s two 
biggest tests, a decade apart, is the fact 
that his skill has always been producing 
numbers and arguments so rigorous 
that sceptical outsiders have no choice 
but to trust them. Can the man who 
previously raised $4 billion for a broken 
nation now persuade international pri-
vate capital to invest in a politically sta-
ble Nepal brimming with potential?

Joshi is a private equity investor and 
ecosystem builder based in Kathmandu.

Federalism beyond politics

Raised $4 billion. Time for a new round
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There is no better time than now for Finance Minister Wagle to hit the road to showcase his vision for Nepal’s economic 
prosperity and ask international investors to commit their capital and resources to Nepal.

True measure of federalism is its ability to unlock economic opportunities across all provinces and ensure prosperity. 
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UAE to invest $6.2 billion 
in Abu Dhabi gas project
ABU DHABI: The United Arab Emirates’ 
state oil giant ADNOC is to invest $6.2 
billion in an Abu Dhabi natural gas 
development project, the firm 
announced on Tuesday. In a state-
ment, ADNOC said it took the $6.2 bil-
lion final investment decision to 
develop the offshore Umm Shaif  Gas 
Cap with France’s TotalEnergies, 
Italy’s Eni and China National 
Petroleum Corporation. The invest-
ment is expected to produce more 
than 600 million standard cubic feet 
of  gas per day from 2030, alongside 
associated gas liquids, the company 
said. “ADNOC is accelerating its inte-
grated gas strategy to further harness 
the UAE’s vast gas resources,” indus-
try minister Sultan Ahmed Al Jaber 
said. The move would also expand the 
UAE’s “LNG platform, as global 
demand for natural gas continues to 
rise”, added Al Jaber, who is also the 
ADNOC group’s chief  executive. The 
investment comes as hydrocar-
bon-rich Gulf  nations face challenges 
in boosting their output following 
Iranian attacks and the closure of  the 
Strait of  Hormuz, a vital waterway 
for energy exports. In May the UAE 
announced its main gas-processing 
complex, the Habshan site in the  
capital Abu Dhabi, would not return 
to full capacity until next year,  
after it was targeted in the Middle 
East war. (AFP)

Indonesia passes bill to set up 
international financial centre
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s parliament 
passed a bill on Tuesday to establish 
an international financial centre, 
with the resort island of  Bali previ-
ously floated as a possible location. 
Finance Minister Purbaya Yudhi 
Sadewa said the financial centre, 
known as PFII, is expected to draw 
foreign investment and help acceler-
ate the country’s growth. “PFII 
attracts foreign capital flows and a 
sustainable portfolio investment as a 
long-term source of  financing to 
expand the national economic pie so 
that Indonesia’s economy can grow 
faster,” Purbaya told lawmakers on 
Tuesday. “If  the national economy 
can expand and grow faster, this will 
yield significant long-term benefits 
for national development throughout 
Indonesia.” The bill, which was 
passed unanimously, covers the insti-
tutional framework for the financial 
centre as well as tax incentives, 
according to lawmaker Mohamad 
Hekal. An arbitration body and a spe-
cial court authorised to examine and 
decide cases within the centre would 
also be established, he added. (AFP)

IMF approves $690 million 
for Ukraine following review
WASHINGTON: The IMF on Monday 
said it has green-lit Ukraine’s imme-
diate access to about $690 million 
after a review of  its loan program. 
This would take the International 
Monetary Fund’s disbursements 
under the $8.1 billion financing 
arrangement to around $2.2 billion. 
The review comes as Ukraine pushes 
to maintain economic stability and 
act on reforms while Russia has esca-
lated its bombardment of  the country. 
Ukraine is now in its fifth year of  
war after Russia’s invasion in early 
2022. “Ukraine has maintained mac-
roeconomic and financial stability 
despite Russia’s continuing war, a 
more challenging external environ-
ment, and risks remaining exception-
ally high,” the IMF said Monday. The 
fund added that Ukraine’s program 
performance has been “broadly satis-
factory.” IMF managing director 
Kristalina Georgieva said after the 
executive board’s discussion that 
“Ukraine continues to demonstrate 
remarkable resilience” in the face of  
the conflict. (AFP)

 SANGAM PRASAIN
KATHMANDU, JULY 21

Several lawmakers have proposed sig-
nificantly tightening the qualifica-
tions required to climb Mount Everest 
as Nepal’s Integrated Tourism Bill 
enters a parliamentary committee for 
clause-by-clause scrutiny.

A total of  58 lawmakers have regis-
tered 263 amendments to the bill 
before it returns to parliament for 
final debate and voting.

Although the proposals differ in 
detail, they share a common objective: 
requiring climbers to prove their 
experience on lower peaks before 
being allowed to attempt the world’s 
highest mountain.

Lawmakers Shishir Khadka and 
Nitima Bhandari Karki have proposed 
issuing Everest permits only to climb-
ers who have successfully climbed at 
least one mountain above 7,000 metres 
and two mountains above 8,000 metres 
in Nepal.

They have also proposed that all 
commercial mountaineering activi-
ties, expedition promotion and mar-
keting, and the sale of  expedition 
packages be carried out only through 
trekking agencies registered and 
licensed in Nepal.

“Foreign companies shall not be 
permitted to directly sell or operate 
such expeditions or packages,” their 
proposed amendment states.

The lawmakers have further pro-
posed that the government determine 
the carrying capacity of  each moun-
tain before opening it for climbing.

“When opening any mountain in 
Nepal for climbing, the government 
shall determine the maximum num-
ber of  climbers permitted on each 
mountain during every climbing sea-
son after considering the mountain’s 
physical carrying capacity, favourable 
weather windows, and the level of  
congestion likely to occur,” the  
proposal says.

It also recommends auctioning 
climbing permits within the pre-
scribed quota by setting a minimum 
price and awarding the permits to the 
highest bidders.

Lawmaker Ganesh Karki has pro-
posed that Everest permits be issued 
only after applicants provide docu-
mentary proof  of  successfully climb-
ing at least one mountain above 7,000 
metres and one above 8,000 metres in 
Nepal.

Similarly, lawmaker Ganesh 
Bahadur Bishwakarma has proposed 
mandatory mountaineering training 
and medical certification for all appli-
cants. Climbers would have to submit 
certificates from recognised moun-

taineering training institutions and a 
government-recognised health facili-
ty, based on a medical examination 
conducted within one month of  the 
application.

Bishwakarma has also proposed 
requiring proof  of  a successful ascent 
of  at least one mountain above 7,000 
metres in Nepal before an Everest 
permit is issued.

Lawmaker Dhananjaya Regmi has 
proposed that climbers seeking per-
mits for mountains above 8,000 metres 
first demonstrate successful ascents 
of  at least two peaks above 6,000 
metres and one above 7,000 metres in 
Nepal.

Several lawmakers have also pro-
posed that climbing permits for any 
8,000-metre peak, not just Everest, be 
issued only after applicants success-
fully climb at least one mountain 
above 7,000 metres in Nepal.

Another proposal recommends that 
all climbers and expedition members 
complete the full acclimatisation  
process within Nepal before attempt-
ing a summit.

Lawmaker Bodha Narayan Shrestha 
has proposed that government-ap-
pointed liaison officers be provided 
salaries, allowances, accommodation, 
food and other benefits by the state. 
Currently, these costs are borne by 

expedition teams.
Lawmakers have also proposed  

allocating designated plots for base 
camps and higher camps and allowing 
camps to be established only in 
approved areas.

Another amendment seeks to estab-
lish integrated check posts for moun-
taineering management, headed by a 
Nepali Army officer and staffed by 
representatives of  relevant govern-
ment agencies. Liaison officers would 
be deployed at these posts in sufficient 
numbers to monitor climbing  
activities and would be required to 
reside there.

Adventure tourism activities such 
as paragliding, skydiving, heli-skiing 
and ultralight flying during climbing 
expeditions would be permitted only 
on mountains below 6,000 metres.

The proposals also call for the crea-
tion of  a permanent Tourism Crisis 
Management and Recovery Fund to 
support the tourism industry during 
pandemics, natural disasters and 
other crises. The fund would provide 
wage support for tourism workers, 
concessional refinancing and soft 
loans, with a fixed percentage of  tour-
ism taxes or royalties earmarked for 
the fund.

Lawmakers have proposed that all 
personnel involved in mountaineering 

operations—including Sirdars, moun-
tain guides, climbing support staff, 
cooks, videographers and photogra-
phers—must be Nepali citizens.

They also propose that taxes be 
deducted at source from workers’ 
wages, deposited against their perma-
nent account numbers (PAN), and that 
all payments be made through Nepali 
banks.

Above base camp, climbing support 
workers would be prohibited from car-
rying more than 20 kilograms of  
equipment or supplies.

The proposals also guarantee that 
Sirdars, mountain guides and climb-
ing support workers may refuse to 
continue an expedition if  weather 
conditions become hazardous, their 
health deteriorates, or their safety is 
at risk. Workers exercising this right 
would be protected from wage deduc-
tions, dismissal or other employ-
ment-related penalties.

Insurance requirements would also 
be significantly strengthened. The 
proposals call for a mandatory  
cashless medical and rescue insur-
ance scheme meeting international 
standards.

Insurance coverage for climbing 
support workers, Sirdars and moun-
tain guides would be based on prevail-
ing market values and occupational 

risks, with minimum coverage of  Rs50 
million in the event of  death, Rs20 
million for medical treatment and 
Rs10 million for search and rescue. 
Parliament would review these cover-
age amounts every three years.

Every expedition would also be 
required to obtain insurance from a 
licensed Nepali insurer covering per-
sonal accidents, medical treatment, 
search and rescue, and the manage-
ment and transportation of  mortal 
remains.

Environmental provisions include a 
ban on single-use plastics in all moun-
taineering areas and the implementa-
tion of  a zero-waste policy for both 
biodegradable and non-biodegradable 
waste.

Under another proposal, every  
expedition team would be required  
to digitally track or QR-code every 
item carried onto the mountain, 
record all equipment transported 
above base camp, and weigh and certi-
fy all equipment and human waste 
brought back before returning it to 
base camp.

The amendments also propose ban-
ning drones and helicopters above 
6,000 metres without prior govern-
ment approval, except for national 
security or other authorised purposes.

No Sirdar, mountain guide,  
high-altitude worker or base camp 
worker would be allowed to accompa-
ny an expedition unless they are mem-
bers of  a recognised mountaineering 
association.

Lawmakers have also proposed 
making licensed guides mandatory  
on designated high-risk, protected, 
Himalayan and remote trekking 
routes, including climbing  
expeditions.

The bill also seeks tighter regula-
tion of  digital tourism platforms. 
Under the proposal, all online tourism 
service providers offering booking, 
marketing, listing or facilitation ser-
vices in Nepal would be required to 
register with the Department of  
Tourism.

Foreign digital tourism platforms 
operating in Nepal would have to 
appoint a local representative, regis-
ter for tax, set up a consumer griev-
ance mechanism, and regularly sub-
mit business reports. Licensed Nepali 
tourism service providers could be 
barred from using unregistered digi-
tal platforms.

The National Assembly passed the 
Integrated Tourism Bill on February 
9. The legislation aims to diversify 
and systematically regulate Nepal’s 
tourism sector while strengthening 
safety, environmental and governance 
standards in mountaineering.

Lawmakers propose sweeping 
overhaul of Everest climbing rules

Proposals include mandatory prior ascents of 7,000- and 8,000-metre peaks, auctioning Everest permits, 
stricter insurance, zero-waste rules, and tighter regulation of foreign operators and digital tourism platforms.

shutterstock
Trekkers on the way to the Everest base camp in this undated photo.

 AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE 
WASHINGTON, July 21

US President Donald Trump signed 
orders on Monday to impose new 
50-percent tariffs on many Canadian 
goods, claiming “discriminatory  
treatment” by Ottawa against 
American alcohol, automobile and 
dairy products.

The tariffs take effect in 30 days and 
cover various items including wine, 
hockey sticks and cement, said the 
White House.

Trump, who saw many of  his tariffs 
struck down by the Supreme Court 
this year, tapped an untested legal 
provision for the new duties—Section 
338 of  the Tariff  Act of  1930.

The latest duties will not apply to 
energy, potash and goods already 
impacted by sector-specific tariffs.

Crucially, however, they will hit 
products covered under the 
US-Mexico-Canada free trade agree-
ment (USMCA).

Canadian Prime Minister Mark 
Carney said in response that Ottawa 
stands ready to “intensify” talks with 
the United States, and has made pro-
posals to resolve disputes and mod-
ernize the USMCA.

“This is the latest in a series of  uni-
lateral US trade actions that began 
with the US imposing a series of  tar-
iffs in direct violation of  the Canada-
United States-Mexico Agreement,” he 
added. “Canada, as is its right, has 
merely matched those measures,” 
Carney said.

The announcement also sparked 
concerns of  escalation among some 
businesses.

While Trump has slapped duties on 
US trading partners since returning 
to the presidency last year, the orders 
often exempted goods entering his 
country under the USMCA.

His latest actions could further 
strain ties with the second largest US 
trade partner, coming just days after 
he threatened Canada with increased 
tariffs over wildfire smoke that 
descended into the United States.

The White House, in announcing 
the new tariffs, said Canada was one 
of  two countries—along with China—
to retaliate against Trump’s sweeping 

duties since 2025.
It also took aim at the fact that most 

Canadian provinces have halted pur-
chases of  US alcohol over Trump’s 
tariffs and repeated calls for annexa-
tion of  Canada as America’s “51st 
state.”

“Canada has taken US alcohol prod-
ucts off  Canadian shelves, given bet-
ter market access to dairy products 
from the European Union, and has put 
a cap on US vehicle exports to Canada 
from companies reshoring to the 
United States,” charged US Trade 
Representative Jamieson Greer.

The tariff  announcement aims to 
“hold Canada accountable for its retal-
iation and discrimination,” he added.

Trump’s move marks the first time 
that Section 338 has been used to 
impose tariffs, Scott Lincicome of  the 
libertarian Cato Institute told AFP.

Many experts believe the law has 
been superseded by other authorities, 
he said, arguing that Trump has 
“demonstrated a willingness to use 
and abuse any statute on the books.”

Ryan Majerus, a former US trade 
official, told AFP the law is “subject to 
a lot of  litigation risk” and has never 
been tested. “This is clearly designed 
to get some leverage over Canada,” 
added Majerus, now a partner at King 
& Spalding.

He noted that USMCA negotiations 
are ongoing, and that US talks with 
Mexico have proceeded at a faster pace 
than those with Canada.

“This could be an effort to try to get 
them going,” he said, pointing to the 
delay in the tariffs’ implementation.

If  the tariffs were to take effect as 
announced, however, Majerus expects 
that the removal of  exemptions for 
USMCA imports would have substan-
tial effects.

Chris Swonger, president of  the 
Distilled Spirits Council of  the United 
States, said the alcohol industry 
appreciated acknowledgement of  
Canada’s restrictions.

“We had hoped, however, that this 
issue could be resolved without fur-
ther escalation,” Swonger said.

Steep tariffs could risk further 
retaliation “at a time when many US 
hospitality businesses continue to 
face financial hardships,” he said.

 REUTERS
SINGAPORE, July 21 

As the rally in AI stocks starts show-
ing signs of  fatigue and big investors 
turn sellers, some are buying back 
laggards and even warming to 
Indonesia’s battered and unloved 
stock market. 

The reprieve comes at a fragile 
moment for Southeast Asia’s biggest 
economy as the still-looming threat of  
a downgrade from index provider 
MSCI has made Jakarta stocks Asia’s 
worst-performing major stock market 
this year, down 28 percent.

In contrast, shares in South Korea 
and Taiwan have surged due to a red-
hot AI rally but recent worries about 
valuations and rebalancing needs 
have led investors to look at markets 
that are not as heavily tied to AI plays.

“We’ve been taking some profit in 
South Korea and buying Indonesia,” 
said David Chao, Asia-Pacific global 
market strategist at Invesco in 
Singapore. “Indonesia is still probably 
the most under-looked macro growth 
story play.” While still tentative, senti-
ment is growing that the worst may be 
over for Indonesian markets after 
more than $4 billion in foreign out-
flows this year amid MSCI transparen-
cy concerns and fiscal worries.

“I would say a lot of  the negativity 
is in the price already on the equity 
side,” said Aninda Mitra, head of  Asia 
macro and investment strategy at 
BNY Investments.

Mitra said that if  price multiples 
cheapen even more and the rupiah 
stabilises, despite concerns around 
the pending MSCI decision, “then I 
think there is a case to be made to 
start adding selectively.”

Asset manager Allan Gray made its 
first investment in Indonesia last 
month, finding opportunity in 
Indofood Sukses Makmur, the holding 
company behind the country’s domi-
nant instant-noodle maker.

“On our estimates, INDF trades on 
just over five times earnings, which 
we believe is a good price to pay for a 
dominant, cash-generative, consum-
er-facing business,” said Rory 
Kutisker-Jacobson, a portfolio manag-
er at Allan Gray.  

Banking and commodity firms are 
also once again popular among inves-
tors, with Citi preferring Bank Central 
Asia, Vale Indonesia, Alamtri 
Minerals  and Amman Mineral 
International. The Jakarta bench-
mark index is up more than 10 percent 
so far in July while tech-heavy indexes 
in the region have dropped sharply, 
suggesting some investors are starting 
to rotate into lagging markets.

The rebound has come despite little 
improvement in the concerns that 
triggered this year’s selloff, including 
questions over Indonesia’s fiscal disci-
pline and uncertainty surrounding 
MSCI’s review.

Indonesia has retained its emerg-
ing-markets status, with most analysts 
expecting MSCI to reaffirm that clas-
sification in November after extend-
ing its review to assess the impact of  
reforms that Jakarta regulators rolled 
out earlier this year.

S&P also helped calm investor 
nerves last week by reaffirming 
Indonesia’s sovereign rating with a 
stable outlook.

Citi said Indonesia dominated cli-
ent meetings in Hong Kong and 
Thailand earlier this month, with sev-

eral investors sharing the bank’s view 
that the stock market may have bot-
tomed.

To be sure, not everyone is 
convinced that a cooling AI-driven 
rally will provide lasting support for 
Indonesian assets. Indonesia is also 
not the only market back in favour, 
with global investors revisiting Indian 
and Chinese equities.

The $1.4 trillion economy has been 
grappling with eroding investor confi-
dence in President Prabowo Subianto’s 
welfare policies as fears of  worsening 
fiscal health leave the rupiah down 
nearly 8 percent this year, pinned at 
record lows.

As a net oil importer, higher oil 
prices during an Iran-related supply 
shock have added to concerns.

“Indonesia has become a structural 
downgrade for many global inves-
tors,” said Arthur Budaghyan, chief  
emerging markets and China strate-
gist at BCA Research. “The bar for 
these portfolios to upgrade Indonesia 
and allocate more capital to it has 
become very high.”

Even so, the retreat by foreign inves-
tors has been gradual rather than a 
wholesale exit.  

Beaten-down Indonesian stocks feel 
the love as AI rally cools

REUTERS
A person walks past a glass window reflecting an electronic board showing stock market index 
at the Indonesia Stock Exchange (IDX) in Jakarta on February 2. 

Trump orders new 50 percent 
tariff on many Canadian goods
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 LAURA UNGAR/AP
July 21

The Trump administration’s disrup-
tions to a global AIDS relief  pro-
gramme have forced organisations to 
close clinics, lay off  staff  and cut ser-
vices, seriously impeding efforts to 
prevent and treat the disease in doz-
ens of  countries, a new report released 
Tuesday shows.

The President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief, known as PEPFAR, is 
credited with saving at least 26 million 
lives since its inception in 2003. But 
last year, it was impaired by the dis-
mantling of  the US Agency for 
International Development and cuts 
to thousands of  global health grants.

“The disruptions were very wide-
spread,” with services for young 
women, orphans and children impact-
ed, said Elise Lankiewicz, policy asso-
ciate for the nonprofit amfAR, The 
Foundation for AIDS Research, which 
released the report.

Researchers contacted groups that 
got PEPFAR funding to deliver HIV 
services last year. Nearly a quar-
ter—166 groups from 46 countries—
responded to an electronic survey con-
ducted between last November and 
April, providing information on their 
funding, staff  and services.

The survey didn’t reach all PEPFAR 
groups and certain types of  organiza-
tions—like those that were most 
severely disrupted or still receiving 
US funding—may have been less likely 
to respond. That could result in an 
underestimate or an overestimate of  
disruptions, depending on which 
organisations were missed. 
Nevertheless, the findings are a win-
dow into the struggles that some 
groups faced last year.

“The results describe widespread 

degradation of  the infrastructure 
built to deliver HIV services world-
wide, with the deepest damage falling 
on the populations and partners most 
essential to controlling the epidemic,” 
the report says.

The survey doesn’t provide data at 
the country level, but amfAR officials 
point out that the majority of  respons-
es came from African countries.

The Trump administration has pre-
sented a rosier picture of  what’s hap-
pened since the federal changes. In 
April, the US State Department 
released PEPFAR data for one quarter 
in 2025: July through September. 
Officials said PEPFAR-supported pro-
grams provided standard HIV treat-
ment for 20.6 million people in more 
than 50 countries, which they said is 
stable from the same reporting period 
in 2024. They also said PEPFAR start-
ed 103,000 pregnant and breastfeeding 
women on PrEP, up from 43,000 the 
previous year.

But researchers from amfAR and 
the International AIDS Society com-
bined that quarter’s data with another 
data release that included all four 
quarters and found substantial dis-
ruptions across PEPFAR services.

Other research, published in the 
journal Nature Health in June, specif-
ically examined treatment globally 
using PEPFAR data. It found that 
nearly two million fewer people living 
with HIV were receiving PEPFAR-
supported antiretroviral treatment in 
fiscal year 2025 as compared with the 
previous fiscal year—about a 10 per-
cent decline. “That does raise really 
important questions about program 
stability,” said Ramona Godbole, an 
author of  that study who wasn’t 
involved in the latest report. AmfAR’s 
report made numerous recommenda-
tions to help restore care. 

 WASBIR HUSSAIN/AP
GUWAHATI, India, July 21

A suspected gas explosion on  
Monday triggered a collapse inside a 
tunnel that was under construction at 
a hydropower project in India’s north-
eastern Himalayan state of  Sikkim, 
leaving at least 11 people dead and 14 
missing, officials said on Tuesday.

State Chief  Minister Prem Singh 
Tamang, who visited the disaster  
site near the Chinese border, said the 
explosion was triggered by a build-up 
of  methane gas.

At least 27 people were trapped, 
including some who entered the  
tunnel to help with rescue efforts  
after the blast, while two workers 
escaped, Tamang said.

The blast ripped through the  
tunnel at Samardung village, about  
40 kilometres from the state capital, 
Gangtok, where multiple workers 
were carrying out construction  
work on the 500-megawatt Teesta 
hydroelectric project, civil official 
Anupama Tamling said.

Survivors told authorities they 
heard a loud explosion before debris 
came crashing through the tunnel, 
trapping dozens inside, Tamling said.

Officials had recovered 11 bodies on 
Tuesday while rescue teams including 
the National Disaster Response Force 
(NDRF) raced to reach at least 14  
people who remained trapped  
inside the tunnel, where toxic gases 
and hazardous conditions have  

hampered operations.
“We found toxic gases such as  

methane, carbon monoxide and  
hydrogen sulfide inside the tunnel,” 
NDRF official Nitin Kumar said at  
the scene, adding that rescuers were 
using breathing equipment as they 
searched for survivors in the danger-
ous air conditions.

As news of  the accident spread,  
six officials from the state-owned 
National Hydroelectric Power 
Corporation (NHPC), which is build-
ing the project, entered the tunnel to 
assist in rescue efforts but became 
trapped themselves, officials said.

Construction accidents are not 
uncommon in India, where rapid 
infrastructure growth often collides 
with fragile geology, construction 
lapses, extreme weather and safety 
standards.

In the Himalayan region, fragile 
mountains, seismic activity and 
unpredictable underground condi-
tions make tunnel projects especially 
risky. An explosion inside a coal mine 
in neighbouring Meghalaya state in 
February killed at least 18 workers. In 
2023, a tunnel section in northern 
Uttarakhand state collapsed, trapping 
41 workers for 17 days before they 
were rescued.

Experts say the Teesta River basin, 
where the hydropower project is  
being built, lies in a seismically active 
region marked by young, fragile rock 
formations riddled with fractures and 
underground pockets that can trap 
ancient gases.

Dr Devesh Walia, a geology  
professor at North-Eastern Hill 
University in Meghalaya, said the 
area contains relatively young rock 
formations, some associated with 
coal-bearing strata.

“It is quite possible that methane 
along with other gases accumulated 
underground and may have triggered 
an explosion,” he said.

 Agence France-Presse
NEW DELHI, July 21

India has approved its first dengue 
vaccine, authorising the use of  
Japanese drugmaker Takeda’s Qdenga 
jab, the health ministry said on 
Tuesday. Dengue, which causes severe 
flu-like symptoms and debilitating 
body aches, has exploded globally, 
fuelled by rising temperatures and 
densely populated cities.

India’s Central Drugs Standard 
Control Organisation (CDSCO) 
approved the vaccine for people 
between the ages of  four and 60 after 
reviewing its quality, safety and effica-
cy, the ministry said. “The vaccine is 
indicated for the prevention of  dengue 
disease in individuals 4 to 60 years of  
age,” it said in a statement.

Qdenga is given as two injections, 
three months apart.

Takeda has a collaboration with 
Indian vaccine maker Biological E, 
aimed at expanding the drug’s manu-
facturing.

The vaccine protects against all 
four dengue virus serotypes and is 
approved in 42 countries, including 
the European Union, the United 
Kingdom, Switzerland and Indonesia.

It has also received World Health 
Organization (WHO) prequalification.

More than 24 million doses have 

been distributed worldwide, with no 
major safety concerns reported so far, 
the ministry said.

Dengue has spread rapidly in  
recent decades due to urbanisation, 
climate change and changing weather 
patterns.

According to the WHO, nearly half  
the world’s population is at risk, with 
an estimated 100 million to 400 million 
infections each year.

Since 2021, India has reported more 
than one million dengue cases and at 
least 1,500 deaths, according to the 
latest official data.

India is also set to get its own den-
gue vaccine with Panacea Biotec’s 
candidate, DengiAll, having entered 
the final stage of  clinical trials.

Once approved, it would become 
one of  the world’s first single-dose 
dengue vaccines.

 ERIC TUCKER & JOCELYN 
NOVECK/AP
WASHINGTON, July 21

President Donald Trump’s administra-
tion sought phone records of  several 
New York Times journalists and even 
those of  some of  their relatives, accord-
ing to a motion unsealed Monday — an 
unusually aggressive attempt to 
unmask the confidential sources of  
reporters who wrote about Trump’s 
Qatari-gifted Air Force One jet.

The push by the Republican  
president’s administration to compel 
the identity of  sources in the form  
of  additional subpoenas comes at  
a time when the executive branch’s 
relationship with the press is increas-
ingly contentious. The efforts, 
described in a letter-motion filed by 
the Times over the weekend, were 
more expansive than previously 
known, the newspaper noted, and also 
covered a time frame that exceeded 
the news articles in question.

“Two of  the subpoenas seek records 
beginning on January 1, 2026, long 
before the events that are purportedly 
the basis for the Department’s investi-
gation,” lawyers for the Times wrote 
in the letter. “That timeframe strongly 
suggests that the Department is using 
this investigation not to focus on any 
purported concerns arising from the 
July 8 and 9 articles, but instead to 
forage for information about the 
Journalists’ source relationships 
more broadly.”

Government has said reporters 
aren’t the target
The phone records subpoenas are on 
top of  grand jury subpoenas served 
July 10 on three journalists that sought 
to compel testimony from the reporters 
about the identify of  their sources. The 
Times has separately challenged those 
grand jury subpoenas and US District 
Judge Arun Subramanian is scheduled 
to hear arguments Thursday. The judge 

has also frozen enforcement of  the 
phone records subpoenas pending a 
ruling on the newspaper’s motion to 
quash those.

Lawyers for the newspaper noted 
that some of  the phone records  
subpoenas were issued on the same 
day as the grand jury ones, an addi-
tional one was issued on July 14 and 
another was issued on July 16—after 
the Times had already moved to quash 
the grand jury subpoenas.

In arguing for the phone records 
subpoenas to be spiked, the Times said 
the government had acted in “bad 
faith” and had ignored its own proto-
cols by not giving the journalists 
advance notice that records were 
being sought and by demanding the 
information “without first conducting 
any serious investigation.”

The newspaper’s lawyers said the 
additional subpoenas call “into ques-
tion the accuracy” of  testimony given 
last week by Jay Clayton, the US attor-
ney in Manhattan, where the grand 
jury subpoenas were issued. At his 

confirmation hearing to be the Trump 
administration’s director of  national 
intelligence, Clayton said that “we fol-
lowed the protocols” and that the gov-
ernment had taken “the least intru-
sive possible” steps possible.

The Justice Department has justi-
fied the grand jury subpoenas by say-
ing that “reporters are not the targets, 
those leaking classified information 
are”. The additional subpoenas 
included a request for phone records 
of  one reporter’s mother and two of  
the journalists’ spouses. The motion 
noted that the mother in question is a 
mental health professional with confi-
dential client relationships and that 
one of  the two spouses is the general 
counsel of  a law firm.

“The disclosure of  additional  
subpoenas for confidential newsgath-
ering information of  the Journalists 
is deeply concerning, revealing yet 
another instance of  the alarming pat-
tern of  conduct detailed in the Motion 
to Quash,” the news organization’s 
lawyers wrote.

 JILL LAWLESS/AP
LONDON, July 21

New UK Prime Minister Andy 
Burnham gathered his Cabinet for its 
first meeting on Tuesday and vowed to 
take a “one-team approach” despite 
purging allies of  predecessor Keir 
Starmer from the government.

Burnham told his top team that he 
would lead a “cost-of-living govern-
ment” focused on easing the economic 
burden felt by millions of  people.

“We need to think every day, what 
can we do just to take that little bit of  
pressure off  people’s shoulders, to 
give them that little extra sense that 
help is coming, so they can have that 
bit of  hope that things are getting bet-
ter,” Burnham told the Cabinet.

Burnham made a small down  
payment on that pledge by announc-
ing a tax cut on energy bills that will 
save the average household about  
45 pounds ($60) a year. The cut will 
take effect October 1, Burnham said, 
with the funding coming from scrap-
ping a plan for digital ID cards 
announced by Starmer. The former 
mayor of  Greater Manchester entered 
Downing St on Monday after replacing 
Starmer as leader of  the governing 
Labour Party, becoming Britain’s sev-
enth prime minister since 2016. 
Starmer resigned just two years after 
winning a landslide election victory, 
forced out by his own party after a 
series of  missteps and U-turns.

In his first speech as prime minis-
ter, Burnham pledged to ease the cost 
of  living, decentralize political power, 
revitalize industry and end street 
sleeping by homeless people—a tall 
order, especially given Britain’s slug-
gish economic growth in recent years.

Burnham acknowledged at the 
Cabinet meeting that the government 
would have to make difficult financial 
decisions and “take a really hard look 
at what our priorities are.”

After taking office Monday, 
Burnham set about remaking the gov-
ernment in his image. Starmer’s 
finance minister, Rachel Reeves, was 
ousted, replaced by John Healey, a 
former defence secretary who 
resigned in June and accused the 
Treasury of  failing to spend enough 
on the military at a time of  rising 
threats. In an interview after he quit, 
Healey called the Treasury “a dead 
hand on dynamic government” and 
“in denial”.

Healey has said defence spending, 
due to be 2.6 percent of  GDP next year, 
should rise to 3 percent by 2030. Now 
he will have to find the money.

Wes Streeting, whose resignation  
as health secretary in May helped top-
ple Starmer, took over the defense 
portfolio. Other key Cabinet appoin-
tees include Foreign Secretary Ed 
Miliband, Housing Secretary Angela 
Rayner and Business Secretary 
Jonathan Reynolds, who has an 
expanded brief  that includes innova-
tion and science. Louise Haigh, a key 
Burnham ally who helped engineer 
his rise to the top, was named First 
Secretary of  State and Chancellor of  
the Duchy of  Lancaster, effectively the 
deputy prime minister.

Home Secretary Shabana Mahmood, 
who has overseen contentious rules 
designed to reduce immigration, kept 
her job. Burnham has huge support 
from the party, desperate for a new 
leader to reverse the party’s decline in 
popularity under Starmer.

 JON GAMBRELL  
& MUNIR AHMED/AP
ISLAMABAD, July 21

Diplomats sought Tuesday to salvage 
the collapsed interim deal between 
Iran and the United States even  
as both countries continued to launch 
attacks in a 10th day of  renewed  
fighting.

Iranian Interior Minister Eskandar 
Momeni’s visit to Pakistan, a key 
mediator in the conflict, pointed to 
intensified diplomatic efforts, but it 
was unclear what new arrangement 
might be reached to end the war.

Shipping through the Strait of  
Hormuz has largely stalled, and as the 
fight for control over the waterway 
intensifies, both sides have targeted 
civilian infrastructure in the region 
relied on by millions of  people.

A barrage of  US strikes hasn’t  
compelled Tehran to loosen its grip  
on the strait, through which about  
one-fifth of  the world’s crude oil  
and natural gas was shipped before 
the war. The US continued its  
airstrikes on the Islamic Republic 
early Tuesday, and Iran attacked a 
tanker in the strait, forcing the crew 
to abandon the ship.

Iran also kept up attacks against  
US allies in the region. Sirens in 
Bahrain and Kuwait warned residents 
on Tuesday afternoon of  incoming 
projectiles.

In the Red Sea, Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels opened a new front against 

Saudi Arabia by declaring a naval 
blockade of  the kingdom, threatening 
the flow of  global oil supplies and 
trade. With the Strait of  Hormuz 
blocked up, Saudi Arabia has been 
relying on a pipeline to the Red  
Sea to get millions of  barrels of  oil out 
to market.

The escalation has pushed oil prices 
higher. Benchmark Brent crude trad-
ed Tuesday above $90 a barrel and 
regular gasoline in the US climbed to 
an average of  $4 a gallon, keeping 
pressure on Americans’ wallets ahead 
of  midterm elections this fall.

Iranian official begins  
meetings in Pakistan
Momeni met Pakistan’s army chief  
Field Marshal Asim Munir, according 
to two officials who spoke on  
condition of  anonymity to discuss  
the closed-door negotiations. Momeni 
later met Prime Minister Shehbaz 
Sharif.

In a statement, Sharif  expressed 
deep concern over the recent escala-
tion between the US and Iran, and he 
urged all sides to exercise restraint 
and avoid actions that could further 
destabilise the region.

Pakistan’s political leadership and 
Munir, who serves as both the chief  of  
army staff  and defense forces, played 
a key role in brokering last month’s 
interim agreement between the 
United States and Iran. Islamabad has 
been working to persuade both sides 
to return to the negotiating table to 

resolve outstanding issues under the 
June memorandum of  understanding.

US Secretary of  State Marco Rubio 
has said the US remained open to 
negotiating with Iran but that “it  
has to be real.” It remains unclear 
whether Tehran will offer anything 
that President Donald Trump would 
consider “real.”

A deep level of  mistrust persists  
on both sides. Iran came under sur-
prise attack in June 2025 and again in 
February while it was engaging in 
nuclear negotiations with the US The 
interim deal unraveled when Iran 
resumed attacks on ships in the Strait 
of  Hormuz, which was supposed to be 
reopened under the agreement.

US strikes come as ships attacked
The US military’s Central Command 
said on Tuesday it targeted “Iranian 
military command centers, maritime 
capabilities, missile and drone launch 
sites and air defense systems.” It 
released more footage of  bombings 
that targeted sites in Iran.

“American forces remain postured 
and prepared to hold Iran accountable 
for unwarranted aggression toward 
civilian mariners seeking to freely 
and openly transit the strait,” the 
command said.

Iranian state media reported that 
explosions were heard in Fars, 
Hormozgan, Ilam, Kerman, and Sistan 
and Baluchistan provinces.

The British military’s United 
Kingdom Maritime Trade Operations 

center said a tanker came under 
attack early Tuesday in the strait  
off  Oman, forcing the crew to  
abandon the vessel.

Iran’s paramilitary Revolutionary 
Guard claimed the attack, as well as 
two other attacks on ships Monday in 
the waterway.

The route around Oman has been 
the one the US military has  
encouraged ships to travel to avoid 
Iran’s control.

Iran strikes US allies  
around the region
Tehran also hit US-allied countries 
throughout the Middle East.

Jordan’s military said on Tuesday 
that Iran targeted it with five drones 
and three missiles, all of  which were 
shot down. Bahrain sounded its mis-
sile alert sirens on Tuesday afternoon 
as another Iranian barrage targeted 
the island kingdom, which is home to 
the US Navy’s 5th Fleet.

The Kuwaiti government said Iran 
had struck desalination and power 
plants for a fourth straight day on 
Monday night. 

Authorities said the attacks sparked 
fires and caused damage.

Some 90 percent of  Kuwait’s drink-
ing water comes from desalination, 
making the attacks a matter of  life 
and death for the tiny nation.

US strikes have been hitting electri-
cal equipment in Iran as well, and 
Iranian officials also have said 
Americans targeted water facilities.

Iran and US persist in their attacks, as 
Pakistan tries to keep diplomacy alive

Explosion in Indian  
hydel project tunnel leaves 
11 dead and 14 missing

ap/rss
Rescuers carry oxygen cylinders outside the entrance to an under-construction tunnel at a 
hydropower project in Samardung village, about 40 kilometres from Gangtok, India, Tuesday.

afp/rss
A worker fumigates a market area during a dengue prevention campaign in Colombo on July 
15. Sri Lanka is intensifying its drive to contain the spread of mosquito-borne dengue fever.

ap/rss
President Donald Trump speaks with reporters in flight on Air Force One after landing at US 
Air Force Base at RAF Mildenhall, in Suffolk, Eastern England, on July 8.

India approves first dengue vaccine UK leader Burnham 
gathers his Cabinet 
after sweeping away 
Starmer supporters

Survivors say they heard 
a loud explosion before 
debris came crashing 
through the tunnel.

Phone records sought of NYT journalists, 
relatives in an effort to unmask sources

US actions harm global bid 
to treat HIV in dozens of 
countries, new report says
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CAPRICORN (December 22-January 19) 

Explore new scenery to increase your chances 
of  crossing paths with kindred spirits. These 
vibes might also inspire you to play matchmak-
er or share contacts with industry allies. 
Romantic or business partnerships may form 
throughout the coming weeks. 

AQUARIUS (January 20-February 18) 

Be mindful of  who you can rely on, and find 
ways to elevate and support one another. 
Professional aspirations significantly benefit 
from these vibes. Put more energy into your 
romantic life throughout the coming weeks.

PISCES (February 19-March 20) 

Loving interactions will feel like a spiritual 
experience this morning.  If  you’ve been on the 
hunt for a mate, use this energy to tell the uni-
verse exactly what you’re looking for. Try to 
keep an open mind in case your higher power 
has something else in store. � Astrology.com

ARIES (March 21-April 19) 

Use this energy to review your commitments, 
pay off  debts, and connect deeply with someone 
you love. Leo season kicks off  this afternoon, 
putting you in playful spirits throughout the 
coming weeks. Now is also the ideal time to 
hone creative skills and chase your passions.

TAURUS (April 20-May 20) 

Playful interactions will seem extra romantic 
and elevating. These vibes can also help you 
gain recognition within creative realms, so 
don’t be afraid to showcase any projects you’ve 
been working on. 

GEMINI (May 21-June 21)

A gentle yet efficient energy helps you find a 
productive flow. Be cognizant of  what you hope 
to accomplish within the realms of  wellness, 
work, and the home. Educational pursuits will 
satiate your busy mind and provide a healthy 
ego boost.

CANCER (June 22-July 22) 

Focus on connections and simple pleasures that 
help balance the mind, and don’t be afraid to 
flirt. Financial affairs move in your favor 
throughout the coming weeks, making it the 
ideal time to set monetary goals.

LEO (July 23-August 22) 

Invest in your home, take in some fresh air, and 
recognize what brings you a sense of  security. 
Enjoy the popularity boost that accompanies 
your birthday season, and recommit to personal 
goals. Cater to any daydreams that emerge, writ-
ing down visions as they arise.

VIRGO (August 23-September 22) 

Peers will be drawn to your soft and harmoni-
ous energy. These vibes can help you move past 
the surface to enjoy more intimate and mean-
ingful interactions. If  there’s someone you’ve 
been hoping to break the ice with, now is a good 
time to connect.

LIBRA (September 23-October 22) 

The universe asks you to recommit to your 
dreams. Visualize your wishes coming to frui-
tion in great detail, leaning into the law of  
attraction. You’ll have a knack for meeting the 
right people throughout the coming weeks.

SCORPIO (October 23-November 21) 

Loving vibes circulate throughout your commu-
nity, creating a welcoming sense of  unity. 
Valuable connections can emerge from unsus-
pecting sources if  you lead with an open heart. 
Circle in on one or two goals, devoting yourself  
to these causes throughout the coming weeks.

SAGITTARIUS (November 22-December 21) 

Use this energy to reflect on your relationship 
goals and whether personal cycles must be bro-
ken to ensure the stability of  present and future 
connections. Embrace the free spirit within, 
unapologetically seeking adventure and growth. 

 NAYAK PAUDEL
KATHMANDU, JULY 21

A small girl wearing Argentina’s icon-
ic number 10 jersey stepped onto the 
football ground premises at the Armed 
Police Force headquarters in 
Halchowk, Kathmandu, on Sunday. 
She was received like a celebrity—
national team mainstays and age-
group players associated with APF FC 
lined up to welcome her and make her 
feel right at home.

The 11-year-old prodigy, Sajani 
Tamang, had travelled around 180 
kilometres from her hometown in 
Devchuli Municipality, Nawalpur dis-
trict, to begin a life-changing chapter. 
Recognising her extraordinary raw 
talent, APF FC—Nepal’s most  
decorated women’s football club—has 
brought the youngster into their fold, 
committing to board, mentor and 
train her into one of  the country’s 
finest players.

Nepali women’s football is current-
ly experiencing an unprecedented 
surge in popularity, fueled by strong 
national team performances and the 
international success of  stars like 
Sabitra Bhandari ‘Samba’, Preeti Rai, 
Anjila Tumbapo Subba and Rekha 
Poudel. Now, Tamang is emerging as 
the next captivating story in Nepali 
women’s football.

Tamang first captured the nation’s 
imagination when the country was 
busy with the FIFA World Cup. Videos 
of  her effortlessly dribbling past oppo-
nents double her size and firing in 
long-range screamers went viral. 
What started as digital buzz, however, 
has quickly turned into a concrete 

path toward elite football.
“We cannot sign an official contract 

with Sajani because she is a minor 
right now,” APF women’s head coach 
Jibesh Pandey told the Post. “But we 
will be covering her education and 
stay at the best boarding school near-
by. We could not enrol her at APF’s 
school because it will be far. She is a 
very bright student as well, so we  
are looking for the best. Studying 
nearby will allow her to join regular 
training.”

Pandey added, “Sajani is also coach-
able. When I saw some flaws in her 
passing, I gave her some guidance. 
And she took it so well and mitigated 
the mistake in the next passes.”

Tamang’s journey with football
Tamang, 11, started playing with the 
ball in Devchuli around five years ago. 
And her life changed a couple of  
months ago when Devchuli 
Municipality conducted a 60-day 
grassroots training camp.

“Bimal, one of  the local coaches, 
saw Sajani play at a ground nearby 
her house,” said Prakash Kafle, mem-
ber secretary at the Sports 
Development Committee of  the 
municipality. “And he called her to 

join the 60-day camp.” The camp was 
organised to create a U16 football team 
for an inter-municipal tournament in 
the district.

Tamang amazed everyone who saw 
her play—during the training and the 
tournament. She helped her munici-
pality win the title and was adjudged 
the player of  the tournament. It was 
her videos of  the tournament that 
went viral.

“I often visit tournaments scouting 
young talents,” said Santosh Shrestha, 
the man who uploaded Tamang’s vide-
os on social media. “She was so great 
with the ball. And that too at such a 
tender age. I had never seen an 11-year-
old with that dedication and determi-
nation towards the game.”

Tamang, who is good with both her 
feet, hails from a struggling family. 
Her parents are working as migrant 
workers—her father is in Saudi 
Arabia and her mother in Kuwait.  
She currently stays with her  
grandparents.

“Sajani’s father has been a migrant 
worker for a long time. Her mother 
went to Kuwait not long ago,” Shrestha 
informed. “They are extremely happy 
after finding out that Sajani was 
approached by APF.”

Sajani’s love for Messi 
and Preeti Rai
Tamang had a clear choice of  the 
clothes she wanted to wear when she 
would go to APF’s football ground. She 
reached there with her idol Lionel 
Messi’s jersey.

“Sajani was extremely excited to 
visit APF’s ground and meet with 
players and coaches. Her biggest 
desire has been to meet Preeti Rai,” 
Shrestha said. “When a call was 
arranged with Preeti while she was in 
Halchowk, her happiness knew no 
bounds.”

Rai, Nepal’s midfield maestro, is 
currently playing for Preah Khan 
Reach Svay Rieng FC in the Cambodian 
Premier League. 

In a vlog uploaded by former nation-
al captain Anjila Tumbapo Subba, 
Tamang could be seen happy when she 
met national players like Subba, Gita 
Rana, Renuka Hamal, Pratikshya 
Chaudhary and Man Maya Damai 
alongside APF’s senior and underage 
players.

“After she met these great players 
and had a talk with Preeti, Sajani has 
been saying that she will only join 
APF,” Shrestha said.

This is the first time Tamang has 

come to Kathmandu. She also visited 
Dasharath Stadium, the home of  
Nepali football, on Monday evening 
before heading back home. And she 
was also welcomed at the National 
Sports Council by vice-chairman 
Bishal Shrestha, who is also a former 
national footballer.

“APF’s coach Bijay KC reached out 
to me after seeing Sajani’s videos,” 
Santosh Shrestha said. “APF covered 
the transportation and stay of  Sajani, 
her grandmother and brother, and 
myself. We reached our home today 
[Tuesday] morning.”

A future secured
It is not that Tamang did not receive 
any offers from other clubs before 
APF.

“Tokha Bhagawati and some other 
clubs had also approached to recruit 
Tamang,” said Set Bahadur Pun, pres-
ident of  Nawalpur District Football 
Association. “But when I heard that 
she is joining APF, it was a big moment 
for the district. I feel that Tamang’s 
future is secured now. She has made 
the whole district proud.”

APF is currently the dream of  
emerging Nepali women footballers 
because it is where Samba, Rai, Subba, 
and many others began their football 
careers. Most of  the national team 
players are associated with the club, 
making them the dominant force in 
women’s football.

“Her [Sajani] happiness is our hap-
piness,” Tamang’s grandmother said 
in the video uploaded by Subba. 

“All of  us want her to have a good 
future. She is saying that she does not 
want to return home after meeting the 
players.”

According to Shrestha, Tamang’s 
mother and father are also equally 
relieved after finding out that APF 
will look after their child.

“I talked with Sajani’s parents 
before bringing her to Kathmandu,” 
Shrestha said. 

“They say they are happy and 
relieved because APF will certainly 
take good care of  her.”

APF is still searching for a good 
school with a hostel for Tamang.

“Once the school is finalised, she 
will be called back to Kathmandu,” 
said head coach Pandey. “It is then 
that her proper training will begin.”

For Tamang, whose football journey 
started just five years ago on local 
pitches in Devchuli while her parents 
worked overseas to support the family, 
the leap to Halchowk is nothing short 
of  life-changing.

As APF FC finalises her schooling 
and accommodation, Tamang is pre-
paring to make the Capital her perma-
nent home. Standing alongside nation-
al mainstays and inspired by her idols, 
the girl in the Argentina number 10 
jersey is no longer just an internet 
sensation. She is now officially on the 
path toward becoming the future of  
Nepali women’s football.

Photo: APF Football Club/Facebook
Sajani Tamang (centre) is pictured with players and coaching staff of APF FC at the football ground in APF’s headquarters at Halchowk, Kathmandu, on Sunday.

APF steps in to mould 11-year-old prodigy Sajani Tamang
APF FC secures the future of the 11-year-old viral sensation, committing to her education and training as she embarks on an elite footballing journey.

Photo: Courtesy of Santosh Shrestha
Sajani Tamang
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 RIVASH RIJAL
KATHMANDU

K

apil Rijal’s new movie 
‘Gauthali’, named after its 
female protagonist, picks up 
salient themes of  patriarchy 
and mental illness. Gauthali, 

two years out from appearing for the SEE 
exams, is married off  by her family, at her 
ailing grandmother’s insistence, to what 
turns out to be an autistic man. The grand-
mother fears her own chances of  getting 
into heaven lest she die before partaking 
in the piety of  her granddaughter’s wed-
ding ceremony. 

Right here is a well-identified social 
malaise; Gauthali’s wedding is not a mat-
ter of  doing what she would like but one 
of  social convention and superstition. It is 
a shame, then, that having chosen to por-
tray issues of  such importance, the movie 
turns out to be a mediocre viewing experi-
ence, somewhat unconvincing and marred 
with plotholes small and big. 

The movie attempts to be a story of  
heart-wrenching suffering and cruelty 
and eventual success against the odds. 
The success story of  a young girl deprived 
of  her right to education and thrown into 
a life of  servitude by her own family, a real 
issue, no doubt. But the problem is that 
Gauthali’s character remains a largely 
unconvincing one. 

The scenes move quickly, and much of  

the narrative is expressed more through 
on-the-nose dialogues than any real devel-
opment. It is left, at times, to heavy-hand-
ed, sombre music and, at least in a few 
instances, to melodramatic sound engi-
neering to elicit the response the story on 
its own falls short of  delivering by itself. 

Gauthali wants to go to school, she 
wants to study and she wants to pass the 
SEE. That is her dream, the main motiva-
tion that drives all her actions throughout 
the movie. Why is it the case, then, that the 

makers only allocate no more than a few 
scenes at the very beginning in establish-
ing this motivation through riveting dia-
logues such as “Gauthali will take the 
exams” (said by Gauthali herself)? 

It is not as if  the film-makers are inca-
pable of  telling a convincing story, 
although some of  the actors might be. 
There are a handful of  scenes in the film 
that are truly moving. Most moving of  all 
is unfortunately the realistic and believa-
ble fallout, blame, abuse and subsequent 
expulsion from home that Gauthali faces 
at her baby boy being a stillborn. 

Rijal clearly has a good sense of  what 
the patriarchy looks and sounds like. He is 
aware of  the structure of  society and the 
role that many of  its members play in 
propagating the abysmal condition of  so 
many women in Nepal. But he seems to 
have thought that for his account of  these 
ills to be stirring, he must put up an unre-
lenting portrayal of  as many things going 
wrong as possible. It could, of  course, have 
been unrelenting and still been good had 
the narrative and storytelling been more 
refined. But they are not, and the movie 
suffers for it. 

Of  its number of  plotholes, the most 
implausible one is the manner in which 
Gauthali discovers her husband Thule is 
autistic. After the annoyingly sleazy pandit 
(one of  the more realistic portrayals, inten-
tional or otherwise) brokers the marriage, 
Thule arrives with a large wedding proces-

sion to Gauthali’s house. The wedding 
takes up the whole day, and it is shown to be 
dark by the time the groom’s procession 
party begins to return with the bride. 

How is it the case then that only when 
the bride is getting ready to go to bed after 
a whole day of  ritual worship in both her 
old house and new that she first speaks to 
her husband and learns of  his autism?

The film’s message is a broadly progres-
sive one, although, at times, it appears 
more advocating coexistence and compro-
mise with social norms than outright 
rebellion. 

On a more positive note, the central role 
of  Thule’s autism in the story is a wel-
come inclusion. The film delivers a 
humane and progressive rendering of  the 
difficulties those with autism face in 
understanding and functioning in society. 
Despite the childish fits of  rage Thule is 
prone to, he has a loving heart and eventu-
ally learns to control his outbursts and 
love his wife. In some ways, Thule’s inabil-
ity to understand patriarchal social norms 
makes him the perfect ally to his wife who 
is actively fighting them. 

All in all, Gauthali is social commen-
tary aimed at being comprehensible to all 
who view it. And at that, the movie will 
manage to be successful. ‘Gauthali’ has 
reportedly had good initial commercial 
success; many more will watch the movie 
in the days to come. And so long as some 
viewers walk out with a better sense of  

the afflictions brought onto women by so 
much of  tradition and a humane under-
standing of  autism, the movie will have 
moved the needle in a positive direction. 

 MICHELLE SPEAR 

A

t busy times, I find I simply can-
not read as much as I would like 
to. Life has a habit of  filling 
every available hour with work, 
meetings, emails, chores, errands 

and deadlines. Standing in one of  my natural 
habitats – a bookshop – it is frustrating to see 
so many things I want to read while knowing 
I do not have the time.

My usual consolation is to buy the book 
anyway and let a small, satisfying pile build 
up, looking ahead to the next quieter stretch 
when I might finally open them. It is oddly 
satisfying. Some might call this clutter. The 
Japanese have a far more elegant word for it: 
‘tsundoku’.

The term describes the habit of  acquiring 
books and allowing them to accumulate 
unread. It combines the idea of  stacking 
things up (tsunde), leaving something for 
later (oku) and reading (doku). The result is 
a concept that captures the quiet optimism of  
a pile of  books.

Far from being a sign of  being time poor or 
lacking in discipline, tsundoku may reveal 
something surprisingly important about 
how the brain responds to anticipation.

When we encounter something that prom-
ises enjoyment or discovery, the brain’s 
reward system becomes active. One impor-
tant pathway runs from the ventral tegmen-
tal area, a dopamine-producing region in the 
midbrain involved in motivation, to the 
nucleus accumbens, a structure that helps 
generate feelings of  reward.

Dopamine is often described as a pleasure 
chemical, but that is too simple. One of  its 
key roles is helping the brain identify oppor-

tunities worth pursuing. Rather than reward-
ing us only after something beneficial has 
happened, the brain often rewards us in 
advance, encouraging behaviour that is like-
ly to prove valuable.

From an evolutionary perspective, this 
makes sense. Our ancestors benefited from 
seeking out food before they were hungry, 
shelter before a storm arrived, and useful 
knowledge before they needed it. A brain that 
could anticipate future rewards had a clear 
advantage over one that responded only to 
immediate needs.

This means dopamine responds not only to 
rewards themselves, but also to the expecta-
tion of  reward. The anticipation of  a pleasur-
able experience can activate reward path-
ways long before the experience takes place.

An unread book is a good example. It may 
remain closed for weeks or months, but the 
brain has already recognised its potential 
value, enjoying the prospect before the first 
page has been turned.

The hippocampus, a structure deep within 
the brain best known for its role in memory, 
also plays an important part. While we often 
think of  the hippocampus as helping us 
remember the past, it is equally important for 
imagining the future. The same neural machin-
ery that allows us to reconstruct previous 
experiences helps us construct future ones.

When you picture yourself  finally reading 
that book on a summer holiday, during a long 
train journey or curled up on the sofa on a 
rainy afternoon, the hippocampus begins to 
assemble that future experience. It binds 
together fragments of  previous experiences 
stored across the brain – the warmth of  sun-
shine, the smell of  coffee, the sound of  turn-
ing pages, the comfort of  your favourite 

chair – into a coherent mental scene. In 
effect, the brain uses memories of  the past to 
rehearse pleasures that have yet to happen.

Contributing to wellbeing
This ability may be more important than we 
realise. Psychologists increasingly recognise 
positive anticipation as a contributor to well-
being. Looking forward to enjoyable experi-
ences can improve mood, increase motiva-
tion and provide a buffer against everyday 
stress. In some circumstances, the anticipa-
tion of  an event can be almost as rewarding 
as the event itself.

This may explain why a pile of  unread 
books feels so different from a pile of  unan-
swered emails. Both represent things waiting 
to be done, yet the difference lies in how the 
brain interprets them. Unanswered emails 
are future obligations whereas unread books 
are future rewards.

It is perhaps no coincidence that this 
behaviour feels strongest in bookshops rath-
er than online. Physical browsing engages 
the brain more fully, drawing on sensory, 
spatial and reward systems that make discov-
ery feel richer and more memorable. For 
example, the distinctive, slightly sweet scent 
of  paper and ink is detected by the olfactory 
system and routed directly to regions 
involved in memory and emotion, including 
the hippocampus and amygdala.

Long before a book is read, the experience 
of  finding it is already becoming associated 
with pleasure. So perhaps tsundoku may 
reflect one of  the brain’s most remarkable 
abilities: the capacity to derive genuine 
pleasure from experiences that have not yet 
happened.

� – The Conversation

Gauthali
Director: 	 Dr Kapil Rijal
Writers: 	 Giriraj Ghimire and Dr Kapil Rijal
Time: 	 2 hrs 18 minutes 
Available:	 Nearby cinema halls

	 Beginning the research
	 I use AI at the beginning of  

the research process. It helps 
me identify possible themes, 
references, keywords and 
sources that I can explore fur-
ther. Instead of  asking it to 
complete the research for me, 
I use it to understand where I 
should begin and what ques-
tions I should be asking.

	 Preparing for a production
	 Before rehearsals begin, AI 

can help organise the early 
stages of  thinking around a 
play. I may use it to explore 
the historical background of  
a subject, understand unfa-
miliar terms or identify dif-
ferent interpretations of  a 
text. It gives me an initial 
overview, which I then devel-
op through reading, discus-
sion and observation.

	 Supporting grant writing
	 I sometimes use AI while pre-

paring grant proposals, festi-
val applications and project 
descriptions. It can suggest a 
basic structure or help 
arrange the information 
more clearly. Once I have that 
framework, I rewrite the con-
tent to reflect the project 
accurately and make the lan-
guage sound like our own.

	 Creating promotional  
content

	 AI is also useful when we are 
developing social media 
posts, captions or promotion-
al material for a production. 
Since theatre groups regular-
ly need to communicate about 
rehearsals, performances and 
events, having an initial draft 
saves time. I then edit it 
according to the tone and 
identity of  the production.

	 Refining communication
	 At times, I use AI to simplify 

a paragraph, shorten a mes-
sage or present the same 
information in a more acces-
sible way. This is useful when 
communicating with differ-
ent audiences, including  
performers, collaborators, 
festival organisers and the 
public.

	 A practical collaborator
	 For me, AI works best as a 

supporting tool. It helps me 
begin research, organise 
information, develop basic 
structures and handle repeti-
tive writing tasks more quick-
ly. This gives me more time to 
focus on rehearsals, perform-
ers, storytelling and the crea-
tive decisions that shape the 
final production.

Dixit is a theatre practitioner, educator, and co-founder 
of Phulbari Playback Theatre. Her work combines 

participatory theatre, storytelling, and feminist practice 
to explore care, memory, and social justice.

Gunjan Dixit

Everyday

The ambitions and plotholes of ‘Gauthali’
The film tackles patriarchy and autism with compassion, but its uneven storytelling leaves much to be desired. 

Why you keep buying books you don’t 
read–and why it feels so good

The habit of collecting unread books offers insight into how anticipation shapes motivation and wellbeing.

Photos: Screengrab via YouTube
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