
 

 

The 2015 Earthquake in Nepal 

Disaster Management and Human Trafficking 

Áslaug Ellen Yngvadóttir 

Lokaverkefni til BA-gráðu í stjórnmálafræði 

Félagsvísindasvið 

Júní 2016 

 

 

 



 4 

 

The 2015 Earthquake in Nepal 

Disaster Management and Human Trafficking 

Áslaug Ellen Yngvadóttir 

 

Lokaverkefni til BA-gráðu í stjórnmálafræði 

Leiðbeinandi: Ásthildur Elva Bernharðsdóttir 
 

Stjórnmálafræðideild 
Félagsvísindasvið Háskóla Íslands 

Júní 2016 



 5 

 

Ritgerð þessi er lokaverkefni til BA-gráðu í stjórnmálafræði og er óheimilt 

að afrita ritgerðina á nokkurn hátt nema með leyfi rétthafa. 

© Áslaug Ellen Yngvadóttir, 2016  

261191-2969 

Reykjavík, Ísland 2016 

  



 6 

Útdráttur 

Ritgerðin tekur fyrir jarðskjálftann í Nepal árið 2015. Jarðskjálftinn hafði í för með sér fjölda 

dauðsfalla auk mikillar eyðileggingar. Áhersla verður lögð á að greina þau áhrif sem slíkt áfall 

hefur á stöðu kvenna, með sérstaka áherslu á mansalshættu. Auk þess verður skoðað hvaða 

aðgerðir ríkið og aðrar stofnanir geta nýtt sér þegar áfall dynur á til þess að sporna gegn og 

bregðast við mansali. Áfallið verður greint út frá áfallakenningum og kynjakenningum með 

áherslu á þrjú þemu, leiðtogahæfni, undirbúning og kyn. Mansal hefur verið stórfellt vandamál í 

Nepal, þar sem mörg þúsund kvenna hverfa árlega. Stór hluti á bakvið mansal er fátækt og lægri 

félagsleg staða kvenna. Í Nepal ríkir feðraveldið: konur takast á við meiri hættu í kjölfar áfalla 

vegna færri atvinnutækifæra, minni virðingu í samfélaginu, og takmarkaðri aðgang að 

fjárhagslegum aðföngum. Áföll, líkt og jarðskjálftinn, ber að í kerfum sem mótuð eru eftir kyni, 

og því er neyðaraðstoðin mótuð á sama hátt. Flestir sem ákvarðanir tóku í skjálftanum voru 

karlmenn og þeir sinntu neyðaraðstoð fyrir hönd ríkisins. Því var ekki tekið nógu mikið mið að 

þörfum kvenna, og mansalshætta jókst töluvert vegna eyðilagðra heimila, skóla, og aukinnar 

fátæktar. Nepalska ríkið gerði ekki nógu mikið til þess að koma í veg fyrir mansal. 
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Abstract 
The thesis is about the 2015 earthquake in Nepal. The earthquake brought about great 

destruction and the loss of many lives. The influence of the earthquake on the status of 

women will be analysed, with an emphasis on their incresed vulnerability to human 

trafficking. A look will be taken at what actions the government and other organisations 

can take in order to prevent or combat trafficking. The events of the crisis will be put into 

a time line, and analysed with three themes in mind, leadership, preparedness and gender. 

In Nepal human trafficking is a widespread problem, where thousands of women 

disappear every year. The main reason for trafficking in women is poverty and the low 

social status of women. Nepal is a patriarchal country: women face a higher risk in the 

aftermath of a crisis due to less economic oportunities and less respect in society. Crisis 

come to pass in highly gendered systems, so the emergency response is in turn shaped in 

the same manner. Most of those responsible for decision-making in the earthquake were 

men, and men lead the response efforts. Thus, the needs of women wore not considered 

in the same way as men, making womens’ vulnerability to trafficking increased. The 

Nepalese government did not do enough to prevent trafficking of women and children. 
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2 Introduction 

,,Disasters reveal community, regional and global power structures as well as power 

relations within intimate relationships.‘’1 

On the 25th of April 2015 at 11:56 local time a 7,8 magnitude earthquake struck Nepal. 

The earthquake is often referred to as the “Gorkha Earthquake” and had an epicentre in 

the Lamjung district north west of the capital city of Kathmandu. The Home Ministry of 

Nepal reported a total of 8,693 deaths and 22,221 people injured after the earthquake and 

the subsequent aftershocks. Over 505,000 homes were fully destroyed and another 

275,000 partially destroyed.2 Approximately 55% of the casualties in the earthquake were 

women largely due to gender roles that in Nepal disproportionately assign indoor chores 

to women.3  

The earthquake was most certainly a crisis for the Nepalese society. In the thesis 

the term ‘’crisis’’ will be used frequently.  Crisis refers to an undesirable and unexpected 

situation, the three main components being threat, uncertainty and urgency. Crisis happen 

when core values or life-sustaining systems of communities come under threat.4 Amnesty 

International states that when crisis strikes, human rights must be taken into account of 

all relief and reconstruction efforts at all phases of disaster response. People hit by crisis 

are entitled to the same protection of human rights law enjoyed by all others. Victims of 

disaster have needs that demand specific protection and assistance. They require access to 

emergency housing, clean water, food and medical attention, safe relocation options and 

assistance to rebuild once it is safe, and protection from sexual and gender-based violence 

and human trafficking.5  

                                            
1 Enarson, Elaine Pitt, and Betty Hearn Morrow. The Gendered Terrain of Disaster: Through Women's 
Eyes. 2 
2  Amnesty International. NEPAL EARTHQUAKE RECOVERY MUST SAFEGUARD HUMAN RIGHTS. 2  Amnesty International. NEPAL EARTHQUAKE RECOVERY MUST SAFEGUARD HUMAN RIGHTS. 
Report. June 2015. Accessed May 15, 2016. http://www.amnestyusa.org/sites/default/files/p4583_report_-
_nepal_report_on_earthquake_web.pdf_-_adobe_acrobat_pro_0.pdf. 7-9 
3 OCHA. Nepal: Earthquake 2015 Situation Report No. 16 (as of 18 May 2015). Report. May 18, 2015. 
Accessed May 15, 2016. 
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/OCHANepalEarthquakeSituationReportNo.16(18May
2015).pdf.  
4 Boin, Arjen, Hart, Paul ‘t, Stern, Eric and Sundelius, Bengt (2005), The Politics of Crisis Management, 
Public Leadership under Pressure. 2-3 
5 Amnesty International. NEPAL EARTHQUAKE RECOVERY MUST SAFEGUARD HUMAN RIGHTS. 
Report. June 2015. Accessed May 15, 2016. http://www.amnestyusa.org/sites/default/files/p4583_report_-
_nepal_report_on_earthquake_web.pdf_-_adobe_acrobat_pro_0.pdf. 6 
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The focus of this thesis is to analyse the influence of the earthquake on the status 

of women, with an emphasis on human trafficking. In Nepal, human trafficking is a 

complicated and widespread problem. The crime is a gross violation of human rights that 

both men and women can fall victim to. However, the majority of victims are women and 

girls. It is estimated that 70-80% of victims are female and roughly 50% are children. 

This is due to women’s and children’s vulnerable social position and their inequalities in 

status and opportunity. The largest contributing factor in human trafficking is poverty. 

Poverty has a more severe affect on women because of lack of employment 

opportunities.6 

The United Nation Convention against Transnational Organized Crime was 

adopted in the year 2000 as the main international instrument in the fight against 

transnational organized crime. Nepal is a member of this protocol and it is their biggest 

international commitment in the battle against organized crime. One of the protocol 

supplements is the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

Especially Women and Children. Nepal has not signed the supplement, despite the fact 

that trafficking of women and children is a widespread problem in Nepal. The 

supplement includes the first legally binding instrument with an agreed definition on 

what trafficking in persons is.7 According to the Protocol the definition of the term of 

“Trafficking in persons” is: 

..the recruitment, transportation, harbouring or receipt of persons by means of threat or use of 

force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or 

of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve 

the consent of person having control over another person for the purpose of exploitation. 

Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 

forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 

servitude or removal of organs.8 
 Nepal is a patriarchal society, subsequently women come into a greater risk in 

disasters, due to fewer employment opportunities than men, less ownership and access to 

economic resources to support their recovery. Disasters impact social, productive and 

infrastructure sectors. An earthquake of this magnitude places a heavy strain on the 
                                            

6 Hodge, D. R., and C. A. Lietz. ,,The International Sexual Trafficking of Women and Children: A Review 
of the Literature.’’ 163. 
7 "United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime." Convention on Transnational Organized Crime. Accessed 
April 15, 2016. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/treaties/CTOC/.  
8 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. "UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION AGAINST 
TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZED CRIME AND THE PROTOCOLS THERETO." UNODC. 2004. 
Accessed April 15, 2016. www.unodc.org. 42 
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ability of poor households to provide food and generate income from their livelihoods. 

The destruction creates a loss of family protection and promotes negative coping 

strategies among poorer households, that increase risk of gender-based violence and 

human trafficking.9 In the following months after the earthquake, an increase in human 

trafficking was documented, where kidnappers took advantage of the catastrophic 

situation to lure victims for financial gain.10  

Since human trafficking is a shadow economy it is difficult to estimate an 

accurate number of victims of human trafficking. However it is certain that Nepal carries 

the heaviest burden of human trafficking in South-Asia: an estimated 10,000-15,000 

Nepali women and girl are sold annually, with an increase in intercepted victims in the 

aftermath of the earthquake. Most women are trafficked with the purpose of sexual 

exploitation, with the majority of trafficked Nepalese women sold to brothels in India.11 

In the aftermath of the quake the increased vulnerability of women and children to human 

trafficking got significant international media attention, and articles were published by 

major news agencies such as the Guardian, Al-Jazeera and BBC. 

The thesis will explore the status of women in the aftermath of the earthquake, 

with an emphasis on their enhanced vulnerability to trafficking after the earthquake. A 

light will be cast on how the 2015 earthquake lead to an increased insecurity of women 

and children, making it more likely for them to be trafficked, due to loss of houses, jobs, 

schools and increased poverty in the aftermath. Subsequently the actions of the 

Government of Nepal, especially the Ministry of Women and Children and Social Work 

(MoWCSW), will be put under an analytical microscope, to see what measures were 

taken in order to protect women from trafficking. Furthermore a look will be taken on 

what actions the government can exercise to prevent women and children from being 

trafficked in future crisis. The government cooperated with other actors such as the The 

Nepal Police, especially women’s cell, and NGO’s, that specialize in combatting human 

trafficking. NGO’s are non-profit organisations that are driven by voluntary citizens’ with 

                                            
9 Government of Nepal National Planning Commission. "Nepal Earthquake 2015 Post Disaster Needs 
Assessment." June 2015. Accessed April 18, 2016. 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/SAR/nepal-pdna-executive-summary.pdf. 61 
10 Burke, Jason. "Nepal Quake Survivors Face Threat from Human Traffickers Supplying Sex Trade." The 
Guardian. 2015. Accessed April 22, 2016. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/05/nepal-quake-
survivors-face-threat-from-human-traffickers-supplying-sex-trade.  
11 Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights." Hum 
Rights Rev Human Rights Review 11, no. 4 (2010): 492-493. 
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a common interest.12 A focus will be placed on the disaster response work of the NGO’s 

UNICEF and Maiti Nepal to promote women’s safety. 

To put the events of the earthquake into an analytical perspective, CRISMART, a 

crisis management approach will be applied. The approach takes into account the 

historical, political and institutional context of each country. The events and decisions in 

regard to women and children’s safety will be put into a time frame and subsequently the 

decisions and events will be dissected. Three themes will be explored: the preparedness 

for disaster in terms of Nepalese authorities plans for Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), 

leadership in terms of what kind of leadership was assumed in the earthquake, and 

gender. Lastly a look will be taken at possible improvements within the sector of the 

three themes. In order to gain a deeper understanding of gender and the status of women 

in Nepal a theory from the academic Lynn Weber will be used, and the theory of 

patriarchy. It is worth mentioning that the author of the thesis, studies in a western 

university, so her opinions and writings will always, in some way, be influenced by her 

own experiences.  

Unfortunately Nepal is a country that suffers due to the poverty and inequality. In 

response to the earthquake, the government failed to take adequate measures to protect 

women in the earthquake, largely due to poverty and women’s low social standing within 

the Nepalese society. The government acted slowly and inefficiently, and more through 

NGO’s than its own ministries.   

2.1.1  Resources 

The author of the thesis has visited Nepal several times and has strong ties to the country. 

Her last visit was in January 2016, where information about the earthquake, especially in 

regard to human trafficking, was gathered. There she administered interviews with 

organisations that are actively combatting human trafficking, or injustice towards women, 

such as Maiti Nepal. The visit to Nepal also served to gain an invaluable understanding of 

Nepalese culture and women’s social standing. In addition to that, the sources and 

documentation used, came from the Nepalese media, from resources published for the 

Disaster Management Plan in Nepal (ReliefWeb), and scholarly articles about women’s 

social standing in Nepal and human trafficking as well as literature on crisis management. 

                                            
12"DEFINITION OF NGOS." DEFINITION OF NGOS. Accessed May 08, 2016. 
http://www.ngo.org/ngoinfo/define.html.  
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Furthermore reports were used from, Maiti Nepal, UNICEF, the Government of Nepal 

and the Nepal Police. 

2.1. Theoretical framework 

2.1.2 CRISMART 

In order to analyse the events and aftermath of the 2015 earthquake in Nepal, an 

analytical tool from The Centre for Crisis Management Research and Training 

(CRISMART) will be used. The method combines scientific methods and proven 

experience in developing and disseminating knowledge on crisis management at the 

local, national and international level. The goal for the programme was to develop a 

theoretically based analytical tool for studying and learning from crisis experience and to 

ensure a dialogue between scholars and practitioners of crisis management communities. 

The core of this theoretically driven empirical research programme, is a “user-friendly” 

approach to process tracing and comparative analysis, that is grounded in both 

psychology and organizational theory. The authors are strongly encouraged to follow a 

four-step research procedure:  

1. Place the crisis in a historical, institutional and political context: The step is 

necessary, since it enables contextually sensitive interpretation of crisis 

behaviour. Each case is embedded in a certain context which influences the 

cognitive frames, organizational repertoires and political sensitivities of the crisis 

managers. In order to place the crisis in the proper context, it is important to draw 

upon the knowledge of local specialists – scholars and practitioners – with 

substantial knowledge of the institutional setting in question. 

2. Establish a time frame and create a synthetic narrative: Here it is necessary to set 

up the chronology of events as accurately as possible, in order to get a source of 

comparison and criticism. In some cases it is difficult to establish a proper time 

frame, due to lack of information. However, this is accomplished with as much 

information as is practically feasible, usually including government documents, 

archival materials, reports, newspaper articles or interviews. This step is done to 

acquire a holistic overview and to gain fuller knowledge of the decision-making 

process. 
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3. Dissect the crisis and place the decision occasion under an “analytical 

microscope”: The task is to attempt to isolate the most important “what do we do 

now?” problems. This refers to the most important decisions in the sequence and 

had the most influence in the progress of the situation. A decision to commit the 

state to some action or inaction, is made at some point, and thus they are 

transformed into an output, through an implementation process. These 

interpretations are inevitably imperfect, however, they do advance our thinking 

about crisis decision-making processes and help identify best and worst practices 

that can be of use to the crisis managers of the future. 

4. Analytical themes: Certain themes are selected and the event is dissected and 

analysed, focusing on these particular themes, in order to steer safely between 

oversimplification and getting lost in the bewildering mass of empirical details of 

the crisis. In this particular instance these themes will be put into use: 

● Preparedness, Prevention and Mitigation. This theme focuses on the extent to 

which crisis managers where prepared to respond to hazards. Have they 

experienced serious crises before? Or have they prepared an “it can happen here” 

mentality and trained themselves psychologically for the extremely demanding 

task of crisis management? Do they have the plans and infrastructure need to deal 

with a catastrophic event? Are they able to identify potential threats and act to 

prevent them from getting more serious? And are there windows of opportunity 

for limiting damage or making gains exploited? 

● Leadership: This theme explores leadership styles and types, as shown by key 

actors in the crisis. Leaderships can vary in style: it can be operative or symbolic, 

concrete and personal, or distant and abstract. Leadership should be seen as 

relational, linked with followership and power, affect, culture, organizational 

structure, access to expertise and context. 13 

The CRISMART approach will be implemented and utilised to further explain the events 

of the 2015 earthquake in the sections below. 

                                            
13 Stern, Eric, and Bengt Sundelius. "Crisis Management Europe: An Integrated Regional Research and 
Training Program." International Studies Perspectives 3, no. 1 (2002): 72-77. doi:10.1111/1528-
3577.00080.  
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2.1.3 Lynn Weber’s systems of embedded arrangements 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of trafficking in persons and why it is rooted in 

gender disadvantages, we will use a theory from the sociologist Lynn Weber. According 

to Weber, race, class, gender and sexuality systems, operate both at the macro social 

structural (such as institutions) and micro social psychological (such as individuals). In 

this system the society is organised into three major domains. The first domain is 

ideological and consists of our education, the media we receive and the religion we keep; 

the second is political and refers to the state and the law; the last domain is economic and 

consists of the industry and employment.  

On the macro level, we have institutions that represent the social arrangements 

and practices, that are relatively stable and persist over time. In each institution 

arrangements and practices are embedded and systems of race, class, gender and 

sexuality are created, maintained, and transformed, as dominant and subordinate groups 

fight for their self-definition, self-valuation, empowerment and full participation in 

political processes and outcomes. In the sections below, an argument will be provided for 

why women in Nepal are in the subordinate group and men in the dominant. Men fight to 

maintain the embedded systems within the institutions to work in their favour.  

A key aspect of race, class, gender and sexuality analysis, involves explicating the 

connections between broad societal level structures, trends and events, and the ways in 

which people in different social locations experience and understand structures and make 

meaning of their life. In order to do so, we must explore connections between both levels, 

the macro level and the micro level. We explore how people’s lives reinforce or 

challenge macro systems and how the macro systems have an effect on people’s 

individual lives.14 Race, class, gender and sexuality systems of oppression are generated 

and challenged in the ideological, political and economic societal domains. At the micro 

level, the everyday actions of individuals living under unequal social relations both 

generate and challenge them. The macro structures of oppression (institutions) show us a 

hierarchy that persists through time and across places, carrying with it serious 

consequences for social life. In order to understand people’s circumstances it is essential 

                                            
14 Weber, Lynn. Understanding Race, Class, Gender, and Sexuality: A Conceptual Framework. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010. 92-93 
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to explore how larger social forces shape our race, class, gender and sexuality during our 

whole existence on this earth.15  

 Furthermore she writes that the concepts of race, class, gender and sexuality are 

historically and geographically contextual, socially constructed power relations, that are 

expressed at the macro and micro level simultaneously. Firstly, they are contextually 

rooted in history and geography. When we examine particular situations it is vital to take 

into account the history and global context of particular groups, in this case Nepalese 

women, to be able to begin to understand their current situations and their interpretations 

of events. By taking a broad historical and global view, we can also see the dramatic 

changes that have taken place in each of these systems over time – and at the same time 

recognize the potential for change in situations faced everyday. Secondly, race, class, 

gender and sexuality are socially constructed and not biologically determined. Thirdly, 

the concepts are built on power relationship of dominance and subordination, where 

dominant groups exploit the labour and lives of oppressed groups, in order to get a 

greater share of society’s resources. It is important not to confuse personal power with 

social power, for this social power can be achieved in spite of a lack of socially 

institutionalized power. It is the power that you get by occupying a position of dominance 

in race, class, gender and sexuality systems.16 

2.1.4 Patriarchy 

Patriarchy is a system of social relations. According to Walby (1990) it is composed of 

six structures: the patriarchal mode of production particularly in relation to paid work, 

patriarchal relations in the state, male violence, patriarchal relations in sexuality, and 

patriarchal relations in cultural institutions. Patriarchal production is how women are 

often less engaged in waged labour. A patriarchal structure within the economic level is 

how women are excluded from better forms of work and are segregated into worse jobs, 

deemed for those less skilled. Male violence is a further structure – it is systematically 

condoned and legitimated by the state’s refusal to intervene against it.17 A façade of 

patriarchy is the fact, that more women lost their lives in the earthquake, due to the 

gender roles that are embedded in Nepalese society.  

                                            
15 Weber, Lynn. Understanding Race, Class, Gender, and Sexuality: A Conceptual Framework . 105-106 
16 Weber, Lynn. Understanding Race, Class, Gender, and Sexuality: A Conceptual Framework. 106-107 
17 Walby, Sylvia. Theorizing Patriarchy. Oxford, UK: B. Blackwell, 1990. 16 
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2.2  Country Profile & Historical Context 

Nepal is a small, mountainous, landlocked country. In the North lies China and in the 

South, East, and West, the Republic of India.18 Nepal’s population is approximately 28 

million people, it has a surface area of 147.000 square kilometres and its capital city is 

Kathmandu.19 Nepal ranks number 145 on the Human Development Index of 2015, the 

lowest in South Asia. Approximately 25,2% of the country’s population lives below the 

poverty line, and in the far western and mid-western regions and mountain districts the 

poverty rate is well above 40%.20 Nepal is one of the 20 most disaster-prone countries in 

the world with disasters such as landslides, glacier-floods and earthquakes.21 It is also the 

11th most earthquake prone country in the world.22 

 In recent history Nepal has gone through a turbulent times. In 1990, a people’s 

movement, led to the overthrow of thirty years of autocratic rule by the monarchy, with a 

demand to enter into a peaceful era.  However, instead, Nepal went through a prolonged 

and difficult transitional political period from 1990-2006. In 1996 a Maoist civil war 

began and the king gained increasing power with the Nepalese Army. The Maoist war 

ended with the Government of Nepal signing a Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 

2006. In the following years after the civil war, there were turbulent multi-party politics 

and periods filled with broad swathes of conflict. Parties have been seen as power-tools 

used by people of high caste, filled with corrupted individuals that are exclusively belong 

to the Kathmandu elite.23 With such a complicated history one can assume that the 

Nepalese political structure is somewhat unstable. 

                                            
18  Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights." 493 
19 "Nepal." UNdata. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Nepal#Economic.  
20 "Poverty in Nepal." Asian Development Bank. 2015. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://www.adb.org/countries/nepal/poverty.  
21UNDP. “Nepal Annual Report 2014’’. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://www.np.undp.org/content/dam/nepal/docs/reports/UNDP_NP_UNDP%20Nepal%20Annual%20Rep
ort%202014.pdf 29. 
22 Government of Nepal National Planning Commission. "Nepal Earthquake 2015 Post Disaster Needs 
Assessment." June 2015. Accessed April 18, 2016. 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/SAR/nepal-pdna-executive-summary.pdf. 
23 Tamang, Seira. "The Politics of Conflict and Difference or the Difference of Conflict in Politics: The 
Women's Movement in Nepal." Fem Rev Feminist Review 91, no. 1 (2009): Accessed May 3, 2016. 
doi:10.1057/fr.2008.50. 61-67. 
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2.3 The Status of Women in Nepal 

Exposure to environmental hazards, in this particular case, an earthquake, are shaped by 

overarching social structures of caste, class, sex and gender. Individuals and social 

groups vary in disaster impacts as it depends on available, private and public resources, 

for responding to and recovering from crisis.24 In the earthquake women suffered a 

greater impact than men. As already stated, Nepal is a patriarchal society where women 

face constant discrimination, that is deeply rooted in cultural practices and 

institutionalized gender discrimination.25  

In Nepal, the three major domains of the society that Lynn Weber previously 

described: the ideological, political and economic, are mostly controlled by male 

participants. Nepal ranks number 98 in the 2015 Gender Inequality Index.26 The 

traditional role of women has changed gradually throughout the years and women are 

mostly constricted to household chores and agricultural work, and have a very weak 

political voice, or presence.27 Women have limited control over decision-making 

processes within the household and face significant constraints in getting employment 

opportunities – they get the jobs that are deemed for the less skilled. According to data 

from the World Bank, female legislators, senior officials and managers are only 8,3% 

female. Furthermore only 12,8% of women is salaried workers as opposed to 33,7% of 

men.28 In addition to that, they get paid less, with the average income of women being 

57% lower than men’s average income.29 Women have low levels of education and have 

problems in accessing health care. The literacy rate of female youths aged 15-24 is 77,5% 

while the male rate is 89,2%. In 2011 only 19,7% of women had land ownership, despite 

                                            
24 Enarson, Elaine Pitt, and Betty Hearn Morrow. The Gendered Terrain of Disaster: Through Women's 
Eyes. 2 
25 Humanitarian Unit UN Women, comp 2015. “The Effects of Gender Equality Programming on 
Humanitarian Outcomes.” 54 
26 UNDP. HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2015 Work for Human Development. Report. 2015. 
Accessed May 15, 2016. http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr_2015_statistical_annex.pdf. 225. 
27 UN Women. THE EFFECT OF GENDER EQUALITY PROGRAMMING ON HUMANITARIAN 
OUTCOMES. Report. April 2015. Accessed May 15, 2016. 
http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2015/unw effects 
of gender equlaity on humanitarian outcomessinglepgsweb.pdf?v=1&d=20150707T185705. 54 
28"Gender Data Portal." Gender Data Portal. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://datatopics.worldbank.org/gender/country/nepal.  
29 UNDP. Annual Report 2014 UNDP in Nepal. Report. 2014. Accessed May 15, 2016. 
http://www.np.undp.org/content/dam/nepal/docs/reports/UNDP_NP_UNDP Nepal Annual Report 2014.pdf 
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the fact the women contribute to about 60% of agricultural work.30 Prior to the earthquake 

the level of gender based violence was high. Among women aged 14-49, 22% had 

experienced physical violence and 12% sexual violence. Domestic violence in Nepal is 

one of the reasons for poor health, insecurity and inadequate social mobilization among 

women.31 

 The status of women in Nepal gives us an idea through the scope of the 

CRISMART approach of the country’s historical, institutional and political situation, 

which also serves to explain why women faced a greater challenge in recovering from the 

disaster. 

2.3.1 Caste system 

As mentioned earlier, the politics in Nepal are and have been shaped by a strong caste 

system. The 1962 constitution, king Mahendra, characterized Nepal as a Hindu state. 

Nepal was not recognized as a multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi- religious society, 

despite the fact, that according to the 2001 consensus, Nepal has over sixty non-Hindu 

ethnic groups. Furthermore, instead of the over 100 languages spoken in Nepal, an Indo-

Aryan language, a mother tongue to high-caste Hindus was promoted as an official 

language. The caste system from 1854 continues to be given social and cultural 

legitimacy in today’s Nepalese society. According to the system, Hindu high-caste are at 

the top, in the middle Tibeto-Burman tribes and at the bottom the untouchable castes, 

today known as Dalits.32  

Ultimately, the caste you belong to determines your way of life. Although the 

country has now developed a law against discrimination of Dalits, there is still a long way 

to go, in order to achieve justice for this group of people. Approximately 13% of the 

population are Dalit. Women of Dalit caste are particularly discriminated against and 

exploited, not only by the society at large, but also by men of their own caste. Their 

social status hinders their access to education, health, employment, and access to 

                                            
30 Port- Second National Confere & Community Self-reliance Center. "Women’s Land Ownership and 
Identity: Livelihood and Self-dignity’." Landportal. 2013. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://landportal.info/sites/landportal.info/files/summary_report-
_second_national_conference_of_women_farmer_2013.pdf. 4. 
31 Nepal Demographic and Health Survey." Government of Nepal, 2011. Accessed April 15, 2016. 
http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR257/FR257[13April2012].pdf.  
32 Tamang, Seira. "The Politics of Conflict and Difference or the Difference of Conflict in Politics: The 
Women's Movement in Nepal." Fem Rev Feminist Review 91, no. 1 (2009): Accessed May 3, 2016. 
doi:10.1057/fr.2008.50.  64 
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economic resources, especially land. Furthermore they also face a high risk of sexual 

abuse and gender based violence, due to their social status and because it is very difficult 

for them to get justice, minimizing risk for perpetrators.33  

2.4 Human Trafficking in Nepal 
Human trafficking has been a problem in Nepal since at least the year 1950.34 Trafficking 

mainly occurs in areas of Nepal, that have high unemployment rates and low literacy, 

lack of access to health facilities and road transport. The reasons for trafficking of young 

women and children stem from many factors. One strong factor is due to a desperate 

economic situation. As mentioned, since women have fewer suitable employment 

opportunities, it makes the already desperate economic situation, more serious for women 

than for men.35 This lack of a promising future helps to create discontent and pushes girls 

away from Nepal in search of a better future. Parents themselves sometimes sell their 

daughters, and husbands sell their wives to brothels. Furthermore, many of the victims 

are from poor families that are persuaded by traffickers to sell their daughters by false 

promises of marriages, or employment.36  Parents are more likely to sell their daughters, 

since there is a cultural preference for boys. That is largely because girls are considered 

to be an economic burden since parents need to pay dowry upon marriage.37 The age of 

the victims of human trafficking range from 7-24 years old, with the average being 15, so 

many are in fact children. 38 

 Next after narcotics and arms sales, trafficking is the largest source of revenue 

for organized crime, although prices vary between countries. Unlike narcotics, that are 

sold and used once, women who are sold into prostitution earn profits continually. The 

risks associated with trafficking are relatively minimal. In Nepal prostitution is illegal but 

                                            
33 IASC. HUMANITARIAN CRISIS IN NEPAL GENDER ALERT May 2015. Report. May 2015. Accessed 
May 15, 2016. http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news/stories/2015/iasc 
gender reference group nepal gender alert may 18 2015 finalised.pdf.  
34 Subedi, Govind. "TRAFFICKING IN GIRLS AND WOMEN IN NEPAL FOR COMMERCIAL 
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION: EMERGING CONCERNS AND GAPS." Pakistan Jounral of Women's 
Studies: Alam-e-Niswan 16.1 & 2 (2009): 122. 
35 Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights." 492 
36 Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance. "Nepal, Disaster 
Management Reference Handbook." ReliefWeb. 2015. Accessed April 19, 2016. Center for Excellence in 
Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance. 19-20. 
37 Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights." 496. 
38 Subedi, Govind. "TRAFFICKING IN GIRLS AND WOMEN IN NEPAL FOR COMMERCIAL 
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION: EMERGING CONCERNS AND GAPS. 122. 
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it is legal in India39, which complicates efforts to incarcerate traffickers, since the 

majority of Nepalese women are trafficked to India.40 Another reason for high rate of 

trafficking in Nepal is the open border, that Nepal shares with India. In places where the 

national border is open and unregulated, a high number of women and children are 

trafficked to Indian brothels.41  

‘Orphanage Voluntourism’ is another problem associated with human trafficking. 

In many cases children are intentionally separated from their families and placed in 

orphanages, in order to attract adoptive families, fee-paying volunteers and donors.42An 

NGO estimated that at least two-thirds of the children in orphanages are in fact not 

orphans.43 

2.4.1 Legal Structures 

The main legal structure in Nepalese law against human trafficking is the “Human 

Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act, 2064”, that was legalised in 2007. 

According to the law, no one should cause, or commit human trafficking and 

transportation. Acts considered as human trafficking are selling or purchasing  a person 

for any purpose. Anyone, who commits such a crime, can face up to 20 years of 

imprisonment and a large fine.44 The Human Trafficking and Transportation (Control) 

Regulation mandates the National Committee for Controlling Human Trafficking 

(NCCHT) which is lead by the Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare 

(MoWCSW). Thus, the lead government agency in the fight against human trafficking is 

MoWCSW. The NCCHT has a clear mandate and structure to facilitate and coordinate 

government-led anti trafficking initiatives.45  

                                            
39 Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights." Hum 
Rights Rev Human Rights Review 11, no. 4 (2010): 505. 
40 Hodge, D. R., and C. A. Lietz. "The International Sexual Trafficking of Women and Children: A  
Review of the Literature." Affilia 22, no. 2 (2007): 165. 
41 Deane, Tameshnie. "Cross-Border Trafficking in Nepal and India—Violating Women’s Rights."  
Hum Rights Rev Human Rights Review 11, no. 4 (2010): 496. 
42  "Nepal Earthquakes: UNICEF Speeds up Response to Prevent Child Trafficking." UNICEF. June 19, 
2015. Accessed April 28, 2016. http://www.unicef.org/media/media_82328.html.  
43  U.S. Department of State. NEPAL 2015 HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT. Report. July 2015. Accessed May 
15, 2016. http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/253183.pdf. 34. 
44 ,,Human Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act, 2064(2008)’’ 
http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/population/trafficking/nepal.trafficking.07.pdf  
45 Government of Nepal. A Report on Anti-Human Trafficking Initiatives. Report. June 2015. Accessed 
May 15, 2016. 
https://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/GONreportonantihumantraffickinginitiativesFY20122013.pdf. 10-
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According to the 2015 Trafficking in Persons Report from the U.S. Department of 

State, the Government of Nepal has not fully complied to the minimum standards for the 

elimination of trafficking, although it is making significant efforts to do so. The report 

states that the government’s victim identification and protection efforts were inadequate. 

The government inconsistently implemented anti-trafficking laws, where many 

government officials continued to use a narrow definition of human trafficking. The 

report recommended the government to accede to the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 

and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children in order to fight 

human trafficking in a more committed and effective manner.46  

According to a 2013 report from the Government of Nepal the process to accede to 

the protocol has been initiated by the government, but has not been completed, due to the 

current transitional political situation.47 According to them, the issue of human trafficking 

by the Government of Nepal, has been difficult since the country has limited economic 

resources. The government claims that they are well aware that fighting against human 

trafficking is an on-going process that requires continuous, coordinated and integrated 

efforts. The problem is maintained due to numerous reasons, such as poverty, 

unemployment, illiteracy, a patriarchal social structure and now, a period of turmoil in 

the aftermath of a destructive earthquake.48  

However, one can ask questions as to why this issue is not placed higher on the list 

of priorities by the government, as the estimation is of 10.000-15.000 women being sold 

annually, which undeniably places too many lives at stake. Here it is possible to ask if the 

reason behind the lack of commitment, on behalf of the government, is because women, 

and especially women, who have been victims of trafficking, are not respected within the 

Nepalese society, and in turn, do not get the proper attention from decision-makers to 

make improvements. 

                                            
46 U.S. Department of State. NEPAL 2015 HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT. Report. July 2015. Accessed May 
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15, 2016. 
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2.4.2 Main Actors 

In the earthquake the government lead the disaster response with heavy assistance from 

the Nepalese Army. According to the disaster framework, The Ministry of Women and 

Children and Social Work (MoWCSW), is responsible for providing safety for women 

and children.49 The Nepalese Police has a department for Women and Children (The 

Women & Children Service Directorate), that are responsible for the cases of trafficking 

in persons. In each of the 75 districts of Nepal, there are women’s cells that address 

gender based issues. However during the earthquake response, not all of them were fully 

functional. Authorities of both Nepal and India and non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) have been developing strategies for border surveillance to prevent trafficking of 

women and children.50 

Nepal has many NGO’s with the goal to eradicate trafficking. One of them is 

Shakti Samuha, run by female survivors of trafficking, which was active in the 

earthquake response. The goal of Shakti Samuha is: ,,trafficking survivors will be 

empowered to lead a dignified life in society’’.51 Another leading NGO is Maiti Nepal, 

founded in 1993. The organization has three governmentally funded rehabilitation 

centres, and they also run 12 intervention outposts to prevent girls from being trafficked. 

Volunteers from Maiti Nepal, who have been rescued from Indian brothels themselves, 

watch for traffickers crossing the borders with girls they intend to sell.52 The government 

and NGOs, such as Maiti Nepal, have, as a part of prevention strategies to combat 

trafficking, held various awareness raising and sensitization programs on anti trafficking. 

They also have service centres in trafficking prone areas near the borders.53  

 

                                            
49 Government of Nepal National Planning Commission. "Nepal Earthquake 2015 Post Disaster Needs 
Assessment." June 2015. Accessed April 18, 2016. 
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50 U.S. Department of State. NEPAL 2015 HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT. Report. July 2015. Accessed May 
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51 Shakti Samuha. ‘’Introduction.’’ Accessed April 27, 2016. http://shaktisamuha.org.np/about-
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52  Maiti Nepal. "Intervention." Intervention. Accessed April 27, 2016. 
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2.5 Human rights as a focal point at all phases 
In Nepalese society there is a lack of social understanding of trafficking returnees. 

Society often views survivors as degraded and corrupt individuals, who should be 

outcasts and tormented, which hinders their right to get justice in the eyes of the law and 

help from officials when in need.54 Survivors feel shame, fear and stigma, which makes 

them reluctant to report the crime to authorities. Stigma usually causes under-reporting of 

gender based violence. In the aftermath of a disaster, people are likely to prioritize other 

needs, such as physical survival and caring for injured family members and place safety 

from gender based violence or human trafficking lower. Disaster responders are often not 

looking for it and do not have the proper tools to respond.55  

Regardless of human trafficking being a sensitive and stigmatised issue and 

placed lower in the earthquake response, when disaster strikes, all human rights need to 

be taken into account of all relief and reconstruction efforts at all phases. Disaster 

response should be based on a human rights framework. This is done in order to address 

all the basic needs of the victims, by putting them into a comprehensive plan, with all 

humanitarian actors working in coordination, ensuring that relief and reconstruction 

efforts do not result in, or contribute to, human rights violations.56  

3 The 2015 Gorkha Earthquake 

As the third step in the CRISMART analytical tool a dissection of the crisis will be made. 

In doing so, a time line will be established and analysed.  

3.1 Chronology of the Crisis 

On April the 25th, at 11:56 local time, a 7.8 magnitude earthquake struck Nepal, with 

epicentre in the Lamjung District, north-west of Kathmandu, south of the China border. 

The quake was followed by dozens of aftershocks, including a 6.7 magnitude earthquake 

on April 26th ,  2015 at 12:54 local time. The government reported 30 out of 75 districts 

affected in the Western and Central regions, including Kathmandu. The quake affected 
                                            

54 Dahal, Pranab, Sunil Kumar Joshi, and Katarina Swahnberg. ,,We Are Looked down upon and Rejected 
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56  Amnesty International. NEPAL EARTHQUAKE MUST SAFEGUARD HUMAN RIGHTS. Report. May 
2015. Accessed April 29, 2016. http://www.amnestyusa.org/sites/default/files/p4583_report_-
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mountain and hilly areas, rural populations and very densely populated districts, 

including Nepal’s 2 largest cities, Kathmandu and Pokhara.57 

The worst affected districts from the earthquake are Sindhuapalchowk, Kavre, 

Nuwakot, Rasuwa, Dolakha, in the Central Region and Kaski, Gorkha and Lamjung in 

the Western Region. Under normal circumstances life is not easy in these areas. 

Coincidentally most of these districts are the most prone to human trafficking in Nepal in 

general. Mountainous villages lack roads and infrastructure, food security is fragile and 

access to the most basic health services can be a problem. The earthquake made the 

access to essential supplies, services and assistance even more challenging, destroying 

whatever roads there were, causing the collapse of health facilities, schools and buildings 

where food was stored, and killed livestock. Another earthquake hit on the 12th of May, 

killing more than 100 people and resulted in landslides blocking the roads to affected 

areas and the complete destruction of already collapsed houses and also brought 

complications to whatever activities already initiated to facilitate the safe return of the 

people whose home survived the disaster.58  

3.2 Course of Events 

Saturday, April 25th  

11.56 Local time, the 7,8 magnitude earthquake hits. The Government of Nepal leads the 

response efforts.59 

Sunday, April 26th  

Unicef sends directive to Women and Children Offices of all affected districts, to activate 

district clusters, including checklist and protection rapid assessment tools.60 Immediately 

after the quake, the Nepalese Police sends circulars to all 75 district Police Offices and all 

                                            
57 National Society for Earthquake Technology-Nepal. Nepal: Earthquake 2015 Office of the Resident 
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nine Immigration Offices, to monitor the potential of child trafficking and take 

appropriate measures when discovered.61 

Monday, April 27th  

Support from regional offices through the Inter-Agency Standing Committee of gender 

based violence comes into action. The Department of Women and Children sends a 

circular to all women and children officers in affected districts. This circular includes a 

checklist for officers to complete and return. District officers also mobilize women’s 

groups in affected districts.62 The government recognizes the urgent need for the 

establishment of safe spaces, protection of women and children from gender based 

violence and family reunification of separate children.63  

Tuesday, April 28th  

The Government of Nepal is leading the response efforts through the National 

Emergency Operations Centre (NEOC), now fully operational. The Nepalese Army 

continues to coordinate foreign military elements, though the Multi-National 

Coordination Centre (MNCC) at the Army Headquarters. Many people are living in the 

open, despite damp and cold weather conditions. The government recognises that 

prolonged displacement should be avoided, that families need to return to their homes for 

safety. UNICEF states that although information on overall protection situation is limited, 

cluster members have already started to collect information using the cluster checklist.64 

Thursday, April 30th  

With an endorsement from the Humanitarian Coordinator in Nepal, the Inter Cluster 

Gender Working Group (GWG) is established. The aim is to provide an inter-cluster 

coordination mechanism to raise gender equality throughout the humanitarian action 
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phase. The GWG is co-chaired by UN Women and UN OCHA (United Nations Office 

for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs).65 

Friday, May 1st  

Reports are received of unequal distribution of assistance by humanitarian partners. There 

is a need to ensure that humanitarian assistance is provided, solely based on need 

irrespective of political, social, cultural and economic background. Sexual and gender-

based violence reports are received in Kathmandu camps by the Central Child Welfare 

Board. Cluster assessment indicate the need for safe spaces for women in camps to 

provide protection and special services including psychosocial support.66 

Monday, May 4th   

To reduce the risk of trafficking, the international adoption of children is officially 

suspended by the Government for 3 months. A daily radio programme is launched called 

‘Bhandai-Sundai’ (Talking – Listening) at 8:30 a.m. to address the current earthquake 

situation and concerns for women and children.  The program is estimated to reach 70 per 

cent of the population, warning parents not to leave their children unguarded and to look 

out for suspicious people trying to talk to their children and/or to convince them to give 

their children up with promises of a better life. According to the situation report there are 

limited operational services to respond to cases of sexual and gender-based violence.67 

Tuesday, May 5th  

Reported cases of unaccompanied and separated children are followed up by the Central 

Child Welfare Board (CCWB) and the Nepalese Police sets up a Command Post for 

issues concerning women, children and security.68 

Wednesday, May 6th  
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Information on gender-based violence (GBV) is not widely spread. Survivors are still 

reporting within communities, rather than seeking professional services.  Local partners 

report allegations of misuse and inappropriate distribution of relief materials. Seven 

women friendly spaces are already established in Kathmandu, Bhaktapur, Nuwakot, 

Kavre and Dhading districts.69 

Friday, May 8th  

At least 950,000 children in Nepal are not able to return to school, unless urgent action is 

taken to assess schools in the affected districts and provide temporary learning spaces 

where schools are destroyed. The Education and Protection Clusters has established 38 

child friendly spaces (CFS) for displaced communities in Dhading, Kathmandu, Lalitpur, 

Bhaktapur, helping over 3,800 children affected by the earthquake. Reports are received 

that relief distribution in rural areas does not adequately consider the specific needs of 

vulnerable groups. The Dalits, elderly and people with disabilities, are unable to access 

distribution points.70 Police forces are mobilized to prevent and to respond to human 

trafficking in all 75 districts.71 

Monday, May 11th  

Shelter homes are overcrowded and women’s workloads have increased. Three additional 

safe spaces for women have been established in Kathmandu, Kavre and Dhading for 

survivors of gender-based violence (GBV) and lactating mothers.72 The displaced 

population of the 187 priority camps, report that over 45% of women do not feel safe and 

almost half of the sites report children feeling unsafe.73 

Wednesday, May 13th  
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On the 12th of May, a 7,3 magnitude earthquake strikes Nepal at 12:50 local time. A total 

of 32 districts are affected, including those already affected by the previous earthquake. 

The earthquake on May 12th destroys additional educational infrastructure in 

Sindhupalchowk, Dolakha and Ramechhap districts. Disparities in relief distributions due 

to caste and religion are still being reported.74 One women safety house has been 

established in Dhulikhel.75 

Friday, May 15th   

Local partners need to be capacitated to identify vulnerable children and take 

interventions to prevent family separation and trafficking in the affected districts. 

Mainstreaming protection issues in clusters has not been systematically followed up. 

There is limited information management capacity at the district level.76 

Monday, May 25th 

The Nepalese Police intercepted 19 children at risk of internal and cross-border 

trafficking. Over 40,000 flyers with information on family separation and trafficking in 

humans were distributed in the 14 districts. It has been reported that nearly 300 children 

have lost one, or both parents, in the earthquake.77 According to police data, incidents of 

human trafficking have increased by 50%. The law enforcement registered 15 cases of 

human trafficking during the period from mid-April to mid-May, after the main 

earthquake of April 25th as  compared to 10 cases between mid-March and mid-April.78 

Tuesday, May 26th 
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The Ministry of Women and Children, in coordination with the Home Ministry, bans 

children from travelling between districts, without parents or approved guardians.79 

Children under 16 are not permitted to travel outside their home district without a parent, 

or another adult, approved by the district's Child Welfare Board.80 

Wednesday, May 27th 

UNICEF and the Nepalese Police have finalised an agreement to implement prevention 

and response activities on cross border trafficking in 12 bordering districts, in 

cooperation with Maiti Nepal81 (through immigration checkpoints and other strategic 

locations) and in the 14 earthquake affected districts, including strategic locations where 

trafficking is likely to occur, in order to to prevent internal trafficking.82 Maiti Nepal has 

documented 133 cases of families displaced by the earthquake, haphazardly migrating to 

India from 6 border surveillance centres. The organisation releases a statement expressing 

concerns over the increased risk of trafficking of women and children from such families. 

Maiti Nepal states that the Nepalese Embassy does not pay special attention to its 

migrating citizens´ safety and does not keep a record. In the absence of economic 

opportunities for these people, women and children are vulnerable to sexual violence and 

trafficking. Maiti Nepal urges the government to play an active role to prevent human 

trafficking after the disaster, claiming it to be illegitimate of the government to stay idle 

when its citizens are forced to relocate after the earthquake.83 

Friday, May 29th  

Human trafficking risks remain high and cross border movement requires close 

monitoring. The Nepalese Police are conducting prevention and response activities, 

                                            
79 "Government Bans Child Adoption." Kathmandu Post. May 26, 2015. Accessed May 23, 2016. 
https://www.bj.admin.ch/dam/data/bj/gesellschaft/adoption/herkunftslaender/ld-nepal-moratorium-e.pdf. 
80 "Nepal Moves to Protect Children from Traffickers after Quake." Reuters UK. May 26, 2015. Accessed 
May 23, 2016. http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-quake-nepal-trafficking-idUKKBN0OB11V20150526.  
81 UNICEF. UNICEF CHILD PROTECTION EARTHQUAKE RESPONSE. Report. June 2015. Accessed 
May 15, 2016. http://unicef.org.np/uploads/files/965638743207345356-cp-april-may-report-final-rb.pdf. 
82 UNICEF. NEPAL Humanitarian Situation Report 12. Report. May 27, 2015. Accessed May 23, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Nepal_Humanitarian_Sitrep_27_May_2015.pdf.  
83 "Human Trafficking Risk: Maiti Nepal." Kathmandu Post. May 29, 2015. Accessed May 23, 2016. 
http://kathmandupost.ekantipur.com/news/2015-05-29/quake-increased-human-trafficking-risk-maiti-
nepal.html.  



 32 

related to cross-border and internal human trafficking, in 12 immigration checkpoints and 

70 strategic locations. Now 55 female-friendly spaces have been set up.84  

Sunday, May 31st  

Schools reopen nationwide. Between 40-50% children attend schools. In the worst 

affected district of Sindhupalchowk, only 26% of students attend school.85 Unicef is 

working closely with the Central Child Welfare Board (CCWB). UNICEF has entered 

into partnership with two NGOs working on anti-trafficking. Maiti Nepal is collaborating 

with UNICEF and the Nepalese Police on the 12 immigration checkpoints and 

interception points, along the Indian and Chinese borders and create 11 transit centres for 

victims of trafficking in as many districts. Shakti Samuha will be supported to carry out 

surveillance and awareness programmes in the 14 districts. UNICEF is also working with 

8 municipalities with high incidences of trafficking, in order to monitor cases of child 

trafficking and strengthen their capacity to prevent and respond to child labour and 

trafficking cases. Furthermore, UNICEF has entered into partnership with the Ministry of 

Home Affairs and the Nepalese Police, to establish and/or strengthen 84 police stations 

and checkpoints around the country, to prevent and respond to child trafficking. The 

collaboration between police, CCWB and UNICEF has led to the interception of 95 

children, who were being trafficked, of which 25 were being trafficked to India. The 

Indian Home Department has issued an advisory to increase vigilance at border points. 

Furthermore, Indian Civil Society organisations have been mobilised to prevent and 

respond to trafficking.86  

Wednesday, June 3rd  

The Central Child Welfare Board (CCWB) is planning to establish Information desks at 

the district level, to manage data on child protection and, in particular, on unaccompanied 

and separated children. About two weeks remain until monsoon rains begin to 

significantly affect ongoing relief operations.87 As of this day, 65.000 out of the 143.000 
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children targeted, were reached by community groups to prevent and address violence, 

including GBV and trafficking.88 The registration of new orphanages has been suspended, 

in order to prevent trafficking of children. The relocation of children out of their home 

districts is dependent on authorization from the CCWB. All orphanages are banned from 

receiving new children, without authorization from the Government. 25 airline companies 

operating in Nepal are aware of the need to screen passengers, to ensure that children are 

accompanied by their legal care-givers. UNICEF has supported the establishment of 141 

child friendly spaces, for nearly 14,000 children, where the children who are at risk of 

separation and trafficking, can be identified by the facilitators.89 

Tuesday, June 9th 

Maiti Nepal apprehends 5 girls, including a 6 year old, on their way to India to become 

Nepali showgirls in Indian weddings. Two Indian men, who were the masterminds 

behind the operation, flee the scene. The girls were lured into this by dance videos, which 

glorified the work and were also threatened with torture, if they refused to go with them. 

All of the girls had been directly affected by the quake and were living in tents since their 

houses had been erased to the ground. They girls said the earthquake was one of the 

reasons for why they wanted to leave for India.90 

Wednesday, June 17th  

Family preservation and identification of Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

continues: 244 children have been prevented from trafficking and institutionalization. 145 

girls and women have been intercepted at Kathmandu International Airport immigration, 

on the way to New Delhi, India. UNICEF is supporting the Nepalese Police and the 

Department of Immigration at the Airport for this matter. The Joint Secretary of the 

MoSCSW, the President of CCWB, and the UNICEF Nepalese Representative provided 

updates on the initiatives taken by the Government of Nepal to prevent separation, 

unnecessary institutionalization and trafficking of children following the earthquake and 
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laid stress on the importance of family care.91 The whereabouts of 237 children from 

Gorkha and Okhaldhunga, who left their homes after the April 25th earthquake, are still 

unknown, raising suspicion that they may be victims of trafficking. The Senior 

Superintendent of Police, Krishna Gautam, chief of Women and Children Department of 

the Nepalese Police, said the cases of children trafficking had increased significantly in 

the wake of the earthquake. Although the government had regulated the movement of 

children, to minimise trafficking risk after the earthquake, the measures that were taken 

seem inadequate, given the number of children who have gone missing since April 25th .92  

June 25th (?) 

The Post Distruction Needs Assessment is published by the Government of Nepal in 

collaboration with the European Union, World Bank and the UN. Gender equality was 

mainstreamed throughout the report, women being the largest disadvantaged group in 

Nepal.93 The GWG is working with the Nepalese Police to strengthen the trafficking 

response and specific concerns related to children and women, such as violence, 

exploitation and abuse. The Central Child Welfare Board (CCWB) is planning to 

establish IM desks at the district level to manage data on child protection and, in 

particular, on unaccompanied and separated children. At least 245 children have been 

prevented from being trafficked and unnecessarily or illegally placed in children's care 

homes since the earthquake.94 

3.3 Aftermath 

Even though local authorities were on high alert to curb human trafficking after the 

earthquake, there were still reports in September of 539 missing women from relief 

camps and quake-affected districts. Of them, only 27 were found and rescued.95 In  

December 2015, Maiti Nepal reported a lack of effective implementation of laws and 

awareness raising programmes, that resulted in an increase in human trafficking after the 
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quake. Maiti Nepal filed 44 cases of human trafficking in various districts courts as of 

December 2015, that constitutes as a 15% increase in reported cases of human 

trafficking, in comparison with the previous year.96 

3.4 Dissection of the Course of Events 

Immediately after the quake the Nepalese Police sent out circulars to all 75 districts to 

monitor potential incidents of trafficking. A day after the quake, UNICEF sent out 

checklist and protection assessment tools, in addition to circulars, to all 75 district Police 

Officers, to monitor the potential of child trafficking and take proper measures when 

discovered. On May 4th, 9 days after the earthquake, the radio programme ‘Bhandai-

Sundai’ was launched to raise awareness and safety concerns. On May 5th a Command 

Post was established by the Police for issues concerning women, children and security. 

In the response efforts there were three major decisions taken by the government to 

curb trafficking of women and children. On the 4th of May, the international adoption of 

children was suspended. On the 26th of May, more than a month from the earthquake,  

children were not allowed to travel from area to area, without an approved guardian. On 

the 3rd of June the registration of new orphanages was suspended to prevent trafficking 

of children. One month after the earthquake the number of intercepted trafficking victims 

had increased by 50% and proper measures had still not been taken to protect children 

and women.  

The Nepalese Police reports that during the earthquake, 84 children were rescued 

from being trafficked and 8 people had already been cased. According to the Police, 23 

immigration checkpoints throughout Nepal, were established in order to curb trafficking. 

Women and children protection desks, incorporating female police officers, were 

established in 45 different places.97  

In the weeks following the first earthquake, the Government of Nepal and 

humanitarian agencies, had still not properly factored social and economic disparities into 
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their relief operations and hat not taken proper actions in order to promote women’s 

security.98 

3.5 Analysis  

To get a better understanding of the events of the earthquake, a dissection of the response 

on behalf of the government, in co-operation with various NGOs and the Nepalese 

Police, will be explored, with the three themes in mind: leadership, preparedness and 

gender. UNICEF reported in Mid-August that 682 women and children had been 

prevented from trafficking, 4 months after the earthquake struck.99  

It can be assumed that more women are certainly missing, the first reason being 

that not all Nepalese people are registered citizens; secondly, it is difficult to find victims 

of trafficking, since the stigma associated with trafficking, makes victims less likely to 

report incidents and; thirdly, because victims of human trafficking disappear into a 

different world, away from border control, police or researchers. Thus, the interception of 

682 women and children is not enough, since it does not match the estimation of 10.000-

15.000 women and children who are trafficked annually, which should mean roughly 

6.000 women in 4 months. 682 women is only 11% of the proportion of suspected 

number of victims in 4 months, without taking into account the increased number of 

victims after the earthquake.  

3.5.1  Leadership 

In times of crisis, citizens look to their leaders: presidents, mayors, local politicians, 

elected officials and top civil servants. They are expected to avert threats, or at least 

minimize the damage of crisis. They should be able to explain what went wrong and 

convince their people that it will not happen again.100 Leadership is a set of strategic 

tasks, that incorporates all activities associated with the stages of crisis management. 

Although not all tasks need to be done by leaders, they still carry a special responsibility 
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for making sure all tasks are properly addressed and executed.101 In the case of the 

earthquake, it is worth noting that pre-existing distrust of government does not disappear 

in the time of crisis.102 It was known before the earthquake, that the government had 

already been failing at assuming committed leadership in addressing the problem of 

human trafficking, as assessed in a report from the US Department of State. 

 Strong leadership, that incorporates all tasks and activities necessary for 

protection in a crisis, is essential in a country with a lack of infrastructure and a high 

poverty rate. The Disaster Reduction Management Act placed an emphasis on local self-

governance, where local entities should find solutions to problems themselves. It is a fact 

that Nepal lacks governance, since the last elections were in 1997, and local councils 

were dissolved in 2002. In addition to the absence of local councils, budget allocations 

were also lacking.103 This is highly irresponsible for a disaster prone country, that is 

already subject to high discrimination based on gender and cast.  

An institutionalised inequality exists within the leadership system in Nepal. The 

leadership in the government of Nepal has very few women in the decision making 

process. The main decision makers are male, as pointed out, only 8% of legislators, 

senior officials and managers are female. Since women constitute only a small proportion 

of the decision making process, their needs are not placed at the centre, unlike the needs 

of men, both in everyday life and in the state of disaster. 

In the earthquake response, Maiti Nepal worked closely with MOWSCW and 

UNICEF, in order to strengthen border control to intercept women and children at risk of 

trafficking and participated in various relief related activities and sensitised women to the 

risk of trafficking. The founder of Maiti Nepal, Anuradha Koirala, said in an interview 

with The Himalayan Times in December 2015, that the nature of human trafficking is 

changing and women are being trafficked to more cities in India, as well as in the Middle 

East, under the fake premises of foreign employment.104 
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3.5.2 Preparedness 

In a research from Tierney (1989), policy makers and researchers agree on a convention, 

that places the disaster and its management into four phases. (1) Mitigation or 

preventative activities, that reduce the likelihood of a disaster, or reduces the magnitude 

of the disaster, should it happen. (2) Preparedness, that includes planning, public 

education, and response training, in order to increase the capacity of social unit’s 

responses, in case of an emergency (3) The performance of disaster-related tasks like: 

evacuation, search and rescue, care for the injured and provision of emergency assistance. 

(4) Recovery, or long-term efforts, to rebuild the disaster stricken community and its 

infrastructures.105 

As has been established, Nepal is a disaster prone country. Kathmandu Valley 

experiences a major earthquake every 70-80 years. The last quake happened in 1934, so a 

large earthquake had been anticipated for some time before the quake on April 25th, 

2015.106 According to the NDRF, the Ministry of Women and Children and Social Work 

(MoWCSW), are responsible for the special protection arrangement at the camps and the 

distribution sites for the protection of women and children 72 hours – 7 days after the 

disaster.107 However, three months after the quake (21st of July), only 7 out of 105 

displacement sites, had designated safe spaces for women.108 Here the lack of personnel 

and budget is obvious. During the response there were reports of a lack of capacity on 

behalf of the government, to respond to gender based violence. Furthermore 45% of 

women did not feel safe in displacement camps. 

3.5.3 Disaster Risk Management in Nepal  

The history of Disaster Risk Management in Nepal is relatively short in Nepal, compared 

to other countries, despite it being very disaster prone. In the year 1934 a catastrophic 

earthquake, measuring 8,2 on the Richter scale, struck, leaving over 5,000 dead and 

around 60,000 houses destroyed. In 1988 another earthquake, of 6,9 magnitude, hit and 
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left 721 people dead, 22 districts affected, and the loss of over 5 billion rupees in 

damages (more than the annual GDP for that year). The 1988 earthquake served as a 

major awakening for the country and the people. The National Society for Earthquake 

Technology (NSET) was established in 1993, after seeing the need to have a Non-

Governmental Organization leading disaster risk management in Nepal.109  

The most recent National Strategy for Disaster Risk Management (Disaster Risk 

Reduction or DRR) in Nepal is from the year 2009 and was developed by the 

Government of Nepal, with assistance from United Nations Development Project 

(UNDP) and the European Commission. The Disaster Risk Reduction plan is a part of the 

government’s preparedness for a disaster, which falls in line with the CRISMART 

preparedness facet. The Disaster Risk Reduction Report from 2009 is a national 

framework, with commitment from the Government of Nepal, for protection of national 

heritages and physical infrastructures. The framework has five main priorities: 1) to put a 

vibrant institutional framework in place for implementation by prioritizing disaster risk 

reduction at both national and local levels; 2) to strengthen assessment, identification, 

monitoring, and early warning system on potential disaster; 3) to use knowledge, early 

ideas and education for the development of safety; 4) to reduce existing risk factors; and 

5) to make disaster preparedness strong enough for effective response.110  

The management plan mentions the need to place emphasis on gender and social 

inclusion, alongside the need to mainstream all gender issues into all phases of DRR, the 

phases being preparedness, risk reduction, rescue and relief, response and recovery 

programs. However, it does not mention a heightened risk of trafficking in persons in the 

event of a major disaster, or make provisions accordingly.111 It does mention that a quick 

restoration of livelihood is very important in a post-disaster scenario, also the need for 

short-term programs for unskilled labour, such as Cash-for-Work (CFW) and Cash-for-

Training (CFT). These programs help the rehabilitation of women, if the programme 

planning incorporates gender sensitivity and prevents trafficking.112   
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 PreventionWeb.net is the participatory platform of the disaster risk reduction 

community and is a project of the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR). It 

aims to help users understand, and to do DRR, in a more easy manner, by giving a place 

to share knowledge, information, and connect to each other.113 According to a report 

during the earthquake response, the sector strategy for information, communication, 

coordination and logistics capacity, is vulnerable, due to low awareness levels, lack of 

commitment, suspicion, confusing responsibilities, weak laws and acts, poor 

implementation, lack of trained personnel and economic constraints.114 

The government reports that it directs local authorities to allocate 5% of local 

budgets for DRR related activities.115 As mentioned, the last local elections in Nepal were 

held in 1997.116 The Disaster Reduction Management Act placed an emphasis on local 

self-governance, where local entities should find solutions to problems by themselves. 

However, local governance capacity is not very effective, which posed a great threat in 

the earthquake relief, which in turn snowballs into bigger problems, such as human 

trafficking. The absence of elected local government officials reduces accountability and 

overburdens the civil service. This posed a threat, especially to those who were already 

subject to discrimination, as they were not consulted by the local government and did not 

participate in any decision affecting their access to relief, such as women and Dalits. In 

the absence of local elections, and therefore lack of governance, the Nepalese Army took 

the leading role in early phases of the rescue and relief effort. Where one party is 

dominant, there is a risk of discrimination against  cast and gender, and there were reports 

of discrimination in the distribution of relief. This makes it important to place the events 

of the quake into the CRISMART structure for better understanding and, hopefully, for 

better DRR management in the future, in regard to the safety of women. 117 

Even though the institutional framework is in place for disaster risk reduction, they 

lack infrastructure. There is a lack of trained personnel and not enough budget provisions 
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to implement plans. Mainstreaming efforts are not connected between sectors, or 

organisational levels.118 According to a report during an earthquake response, the 

exchange of information and coordination between governmental agencies and NGOs, 

were not effective. There was extremely low progress in disaster contingency planning, 

risk assessments, early warning and in improving the safety of critical infrastructures. 

These issues had a severe effect on the impacts of the 2015 earthquake, since no proper 

plans were in place in the DRR to curb trafficking.119  

3.5.4 Learning 

Crisis can have the power to create opportunities for major policy and institutional 

changes. Crises underline that pre-existing plans, policies, or organisational practises 

have failed.120 Therefore drawing knowledge from crisis, or disasters, is very important. 

Here it is necessary to ask the question whether the government, the ministries, the 

institutions and the public administration have learnt, have the capability of learning, or 

use learning to improve their skills. On one hand, the earthquake could have served as a 

rude awakening for the Nepalese government to look human trafficking in the eye and try 

to find a suitable solution, due to pressure from international media coverage. On the 

other hand, the government might not have used the opportunity to do so, and continues 

to make the same mistakes. According to March (?), learning needs to be mutual between 

the individual and the organisation. Stern (?) furthers this point and claims that systematic 

efforts to maintain and make organisational experience available to decision makers is 

unusual, and that they can forget, just as well as learn.121  

Forgetting is likely, and unfortunately for women in Nepal, learning within the 

organisational setting can be a highly selective process, that is driven by task orientations 

and performance indicators, that are embedded in organisational subcultures. Thus, 

important lessons are likely to be overlooked, due to predominant organisational mind-
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sets or power structures.122 Of course there is hope that instead of forgetting, decision 

makers will learn to place women’s needs equally to men. In order to do so, however, 

mind-sets need to be altered and power-structures overthrown. At the time of writing, 

only a year has passed, so it is still too soon to tell if the organisation and the individual 

have learnt anything, changes tend to come slowly, especially in the minds of people. 

Unfortunately, sometimes another crises is needed to see if any lessons were learnt. 

3.5.5 Need for stronger and more representational leadership 

As mentioned, strong leadership that incorporates all tasks and activities necessary for 

protection is essential. In the case of safety from trafficking it is necessary to be able to 

coordinate procedures in an effective manner - and follow up on if planned measures 

were properly implemented. However, in the quake, as Maiti Nepal reported, there was a 

lack of coordinated implementation of laws and awareness raising programs. Despite the 

government’s recognition early in the disaster response that there was urgent need for the 

establishment of safe spaces, protection of women and children and family reunification 

and a gender perspective was mainstreamed throughout the disaster response, 

acknowledging or writing it in reports is not enough. There was a huge problem in 

knowing if the measures for women’s safety were actually implemented – since 

leadership by the government was inadequate.  

Plans for children’s safety and emphasis on keeping families together need to be 

emphasised and implemented immediately after a disaster. UNICEF played a large role 

here. Children face a higher risk of being trafficked because they are less aware of their 

rights. They are also vulnerable if they have lost their parents or guardians, were 

separated from them, lost their homes or access to education. It creates an ideal situation 

for traffickers, those facilitating illegal adoption or those taking Nepali children out of the 

country for their own benefit.123 The response from the Ministry of Women and Children 

Social to hinder child trafficking was to ban transport of children unaccompanied by a 

legal guardian without an approval from the District Child Welfare Board, increase 

monitoring of child-welfare homes and temporarily suspend the registration of new 
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homes. The decision should have been implemented sooner than more than one month 

after the quake, but as mentioned when disaster strikes decision-makers tend to consider 

other needs besides human trafficking, despite the urgent need for it. However, children’s 

rights and anti-trafficking NGO’s did say the initiatives were largely successful but there 

were loopholes and the initiatives did not go far enough.124 Overall, there is a need for 

closer monitoring of children’s homes and orphanages for better preparedness and 

subsequently stronger leadership. According to NGO’s only 10% of registered children’s 

homes meet the minimum legal standards of operation.125 

Disasters come to pass in gendered systems – disaster practise has been associated 

with the military (Nepal Army), civil defence agencies, emergency medicine, 

engineering, and crisis relief agencies. At the higher level, leadership is assumed by men, 

whose experiences and attitudes reflect current norms of gender, class and racial 

privilege.126 This leads to the urgent need for women to become active participants in the 

decision making process. 

Throughout the entire disaster response phase there were reports of unequal 

distribution, partly since there was a lack of governance and leadership. For a more 

coordinated and responsible leadership the Nepalese government needs to hold regular 

local elections again. There need to be both female and male representatives in each 

community so the risks associated with each community are known for gender and caste 

discrimination.  

Despite efforts on behalf of the Ministry of Women and Children (government), 

the Nepal Police, and NGO’s (UNICEF and Maiti Nepal) to curb human trafficking, there 

is an urgent need for a more structured and coordinated action. The problem is persistent 

and needs the combined effort of all involved actors. Leadership needs to be assumed by 

the government, and taken seriously. Here, there is a need for the Nepalese people to be 

able to look to their leaders and for them to be certain that the leaders are doing what they 

can to minimize the damage. The leadership assumed by the government of Nepal can be 

seen as distant, and impersonal, as there are so few women in the decision making 

process. This needs to be improved. Furthermore they were already failing at placing 
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issues of human trafficking in the centre as they have not been complying with the 

minimum standard of eradicating human trafficking and lack trust, especially in a state of 

crisis.  

3.5.6 Preparedness & Awareness of Human Trafficking 

A large part of the reason for the lack of preparedness is the low education level of the 

Nepalese people, especially women. It is vital that the government, with assistance from 

NGO’s step up their awareness programs of human trafficking, as there is a lack of local 

knowledge on human trafficking. Women from poor families in rural areas, living in 

quake-hit areas were at risk of being trafficked even before a huge earthquake struck. It is 

essential that the government create and establish more efficient and responsible 

campaigns. Here female participation and perspective is essential to make the Nepalese 

more aware of the risks of trafficking, starting with an ambitious program in both 

accessible and less accessible quake hit areas. It is important to address the issue of 

human trafficking in every school for with education, comes awareness. As mentioned, 

there were thousands of flyers distributed but distributing flyers is not enough, as many 

are illiterate. There is a need for awareness campaigns of human trafficking to be held out 

in the open and regularly, in a language that people can understand.  

Furthermore it is necessary for the government to implement and follow the law 

on trafficking in persons. There have been many reports of misconduct on behalf of the 

police and officials, that is mostly due to stigma associated with trafficking. There are 

reports of poor investigation techniques and evidence collection. Awareness at a macro 

level needs to be institutionalized so the individuals can follow. Even if the Nepal Police 

provides special investigative training for trafficking, police officers still lack knowledge 

and awareness of the anti trafficking law of implemented 2007.127 

As mentioned, a very large proportion of women reported that they did not feel 

safe in displacement camps. Here it is obvious that the Ministry of Women, Children and 

Social Welfare did not do their job properly – there were not enough safe spaces for 

women and their safety was not ensure while displaced. There is an urgent need for better 

disaster management plans to actually establish safe spaces for women during crisis 

response to increase the security of women. 
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In Nepal, schools are poorly built.128 Almost 5000 schools were destroyed in the 

earthquake, restricting 950,000 children from education. The government desperately 

needs to improve building etiquette and make school buildings stronger. The destruction 

of schools has a prolonged effect on enrolment and attendance since after the quake there 

was a need for additional labour at home, leading to an increase on the number of out-of-

school children.129 On the 31st of May, in Sindhupalchowk, an area highly prone to 

trafficking, only 26% of the students attended.  

Long term effects in regards to recovery for children need to be established. There 

is an added risk that girls would be pulled out of school to help with productive activities 

since they lag behind boys at the secondary and tertiary educational levels or sent away to 

work.130 The government needs to make sure that there are special provisions for girls 

who would normally be at school during the day to for safety from trafficking. 

Furthermore children need to be encouraged to return to school once it is possible.131 

It is clear that when put into accordance with Tierney that the government was not 

prepared for the earthquake, and did not have the infrastructure needed to deal with 

women’s issues in the case of a major disaster. The government did not have proper 

planning, response training or education in place for the prevention of trafficking in case 

of a crisis to increase the social unit’s response to an emergency. Public education, 

response training and the recovery or long-term efforts to rebuild the disaster stricken 

community is not well enough administered for women and children’s safety.  

3.5.7 Nepal Police: Lessons learned or false promises?  

The current Disaster Risk Reduction framework has a few priorities. One of those 

priorities them is to reduce existing risk factors. The lack of established support systems 

and limited access to different livelihood opportunities make it difficult for women to 
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recover after a disaster and leads them down a dangerous path where people are able 

advantage of them due their low social standing.  

 Nepal Police has made progress in recent year in the number of women’s cells. 

The police now has women’s cells in each of the country’s 75 districts. However, as 

mentioned, unfortunately when the earthquake hit not all of them were fully functional. 

The Nepal Police has endeavoured to build and improve their infrastructure and capacity. 

From 2013-2015 the number of female officers has increased substantially. Improvement 

in this sector will hopefully improve the safety of women in future crisis from trafficking. 

Additionally there have been improvements in the resources and training to deal with 

victims of trafficking and domestic abuse. Unfortunately, according to NGO’s they have 

been insufficient, police officers get training to know to treat domestic violence as a 

crime but to implement it has been difficult due to very discriminatory attitudes towards 

women. During the earthquake response women’s cell officers monitored displaced 

persons camp, so hopefully in future disasters there will be even more women’s cell 

officers to safeguard women’s rights. District women and children officers have offered 

public education and psychosocial services in 35 districts (out of 75) to address all form 

of gender-based violence. 

 The immediate post-earthquake period was a perfect time for the government to 

improve gender issues. Even though they are now trying to improve women’s status 

within the police force it is simply not enough as that decision can be seen as a superficial 

political move. The Nepalese system is so deeply rooted in patriarchy that changes need 

to be made at the core of its infrastructure in order to benefit and aid the underprivileged, 

namely women. Changes should begin within the embedded systems that operate at the 

macro social structural level in order to affect the micro social psychological sphere, 

which in turn will impact the country’s ideological and cultural stance towards women. 

Ideally that change would create a more favourable position for women: where they will 

have the freedom to choose, be heard and be safe. If these above changes could be 

implemented then maybe the government and its infrastructures will be more prepared in 

wake of future disasters - whereas they have the power to create opportunities for major 

policy and institutional changes. As mentioned, crises underline that pre-existing plans, 

policies, or organisational practises have failed. Therefore drawing knowledge is 

essential, however, nothing has changed yet, the earthquake should have served as a rude 

awakening for the Nepalese government to look human trafficking in the eye. However it 
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seems as the Nepalese people are met by the government with false, insincere promises 

for women’s empowerment by, that’s currently are only words on paper due to pressure 

from the international community. The aftermath of a disaster of this magnitude presents 

a perfect timing for learning lessons – that the inclusion of women is vital and that a 

change of mentality towards human trafficking. It needs to be seen as it is: a serious 

human rights violation that needs to be eradicated.  

3.5.8 Gender Issues 

In each institution there are embedded arrangements of race, class, sexuality and gender 

that persist over time and are maintained by society as both groups. Dominant and 

subordinate groups fight for their self-definition, empowerment and full participation in 

political processes and outcomes. As has been explored, in Nepal, in the subordinate 

group are women, especially of the Dalit caste, whereas in the dominant group there are 

men. Nepalese society tends to believe that women are a weaker gender that needs to be 

protected by men – but those who need protection and those who don’t are socially 

constructed groups and not biologically determined.132 It is safe to assume that the 

patriarchy lives a good life in Nepal. Men receive better education and higher pay on 

average, as well as being the main participators in the public sphere.  

 Everywhere there are larger forces at work. They shape who we are and what we 

can become on this earth. The Nepalese system is created upon the needs of men and is 

therefore not based on the needs of women, especially women in crisis. This is a part of 

the fight for a greater share of society’s resources. This in turn has an effect on women in 

crisis since they do not have the same access to society’s scarce resources as men do and 

do not participate fully in creating the system that they reside and abide. Vulnerabilities 

in disasters are not equally distributed and women in Nepal are the largest disadvantaged 

group133 One can ask why Nepal has not acceded to the Prevent, Suppress and Punish 

Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children being one of the most trafficking 

prone countries in South Asia – it appears to be deeply rooted in patriarchy, where the 

needs of women come after the needs of men. 
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From the 25th of April, when the earthquake happened until the 25th of June there 

were repeated reports of unequal distribution. Female headed households and Dalit 

women were at great risk of not receiving monetary aid from the government due to their 

low social status and lack of land ownership. Even though women were 

disproportionately affected by the quake, viewing them only as victims only aggravates 

their vulnerability. They have knowledge, social and practical skills that are vital for 

recovery and a voice that needs to be heard in disasters.134 In every disaster, women are 

present, as mitigators, prepares, rescuers, caregivers, sustainers, and rebuilders. 

Excluding them from community recovery is misguided – Nepalese women have special 

knowledge of food, fuel and water – and survival strategies. Women’s labour is a vital 

survival asset for low-income households in responding to crisis.135    

As emphasised before, women, both of lower caste and higher need to be included 

in the disaster response at all stages. In order to stop viewing them only as victims - and 

begin to understand that change is possible, a broad historical view can be taken to see 

that in the past, dramatic changes have taken place in all societies - so change is possible. 

In that way we can begin to understand that there is room for the empowerment of 

women in Nepalese society. In Nepal, a change in the system is necessary, fortunately 

there are groups of people, such as Maiti Nepal that are trying to influence the embedded 

systems, to make them more in favour of women. 

The rise of poverty in the aftermath of a disaster is an enormous contributor to 

human trafficking. The housing sector was the hardest hit, and it had a more dramatic 

effect on Dalits and women due to limited ownership of land. This hinders their 

participation in the housing recovery program by the government as it is owner-driven 

and women have only 19,7% ownership of land. According to estimates from the UN, 

food insecurity among quake survivors of Dalit caste and single female-headed 

households was higher and that they needed assistance.136 
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In the earthquake roughly 800.000 people were displaced. Many people were living 

outside their destroyed homes under tarpaulins provided by either Nepali government or 

other organisations. When there is no adequate housing women’s security is threatened 

since staying in cramped displacement camps has a potential for gender based violence, 

as well as the potential vulnerability of women without homes to being trafficked.137 

According to a Displacement Tracking Matrix, from the 18th of March 2016, 11 months 

from the earthquake, there were still 26,273 people living in displacement camps, of them 

were 67% of a discriminated caste and 53% female.138 Remaining is a high number of 

displaced people that have nowhere to go, so the risk of trafficking persists. 

In the aftermath of a disaster women are faced with a dangerous situation. In a 

patriarchal society human trafficking is systematically condoned and legitimated by the 

state’s refusal to intervene against it in a more committed way. On a macro level there are 

reports of police arresting and imprisoning trafficking victims before releasing them back 

to traffickers. On a micro level, victims of human trafficking have serious trouble in 

regaining respect and social status from society. A glass of water from a victim is 

considered to be sinful and dirty, and their presence at cultural and religious events 

thought to be bad omens. Survivors of human trafficking are looked down upon, and even 

parent’s become ashamed of their daughters.139 A clear message needs to be sent by 

decision makers stating the seriousness of human trafficking, making sure it is portrayed 

as it is: against the law, human suffering and a gross violation of human rights. Those 

who participated in human trafficking police offers, officials and criminals need to be 

tried and held responsible for their actions, and make sure that the system makes them 

pay for what they have done. 140 

Learning by the government and decision makers can indeed be highly selective 

and can be over looked due to power-structures and mind-sets, especially in a system that 

is based on deep-rooted inequality. The inequality is exhibited in the way the laws on 
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human trafficking are not respected and victims that return to Nepal after going through 

an extreme hardship do not get respect or understanding from society. The low social 

position of women combined social stigma towards trafficking victims affects the 

organisational level, making it harder for women to get justice from the system. 

3.5.9 The Empowerment of Women 

The investment in women’s economic empowerment is a clear path towards gender 

equality, as well as the eradication of poverty and economic growth. Women have an 

enormous impact on economies, whether in businesses, agriculture, as entrepreneurs or 

employees, or by doing unpaid work at home. According to UN Women when more 

women work, economies grow. There is evidence from a range of countries showing that 

if women control a larger share of the household income it benefits children since they 

are more likely to invest in children’s education and health. Additionally if women had 

the same access as men to productive assets the agricultural output in 34 developing 

countries would increase by an average 4%. This means the number of undernourished 

people would be reduced by as much as 17%.141 

 Poverty is one of the main reasons for trafficking in persons. The participation of 

women in the public sphere is a key to economic growth. Nepal as a country desperately 

needs to eradicate poverty. The empowerment of women is necessary to be able to 

respond to a crisis in a way that reflects the needs of women.  If the government of Nepal 

becomes more determined in improving the status of women and dissolving the state of 

patriarchy, women and children would in turn become safer, better educated, more aware 

of gender based discrimination and less prone to trafficking. Here the government has a 

window of opportunity to exemplify leadership and improve preparedness by working in 

a committed manner, for everyone’s benefit, to improve the social status of women. This 

notion touches upon both the institutional theories made by Weber as well as the 

leadership theme found within the CRISMART structure. 

Organisations such as Maiti Nepal understand that there are embedded social 

relations that persist in the system such as the ones Weber describes. At a macro level or 

within the government a hierarchy persists, but organisations such as Maiti Nepal are 

trying to influence the social structures and change them for the benefit and 
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empowerment of women and children. In an interview with a communications officer for 

Maiti Nepal, Achyut Kumar, he claimed that there have been extremely turbulent times in 

Nepal, with the monarchy, the beginning of the republic and political turmoil so the 

government has not been investing in social issues such as trafficking. He is hopeful 

however and believes that with the publication of a new constitution (2015) the 

government will invest more in combatting human trafficking. Furthermore he says that 

during the earthquake response Maiti Nepal did what they could to help women, but had 

limited resources.142 

4 Summary & Key Findings 

Nepal is a country that has been through extreme political turmoil in recent years. They 

have been through a transition from absolute monarchy towards democracy to civil war, 

which has barely ended. On top of that the country struggles with high poverty and a 

hazardous nature: disasters such as landslides, floods, and earthquakes. The aim of the 

thesis was to cast a light on how the 2015 lead to women being exposed to enhanced 

vulnerability to trafficking in the aftermath of the quake and what actions can be taken by 

decision-makers in future disasters to prevent trafficking of women and children. The 

events of the quake were explored with three themes in mind: leadership, preparedness 

and gender.  

As has been established, human trafficking had been a complicated and 

widespread problem in Nepal for quite some time. During the earthquake response 

women were disproportionately affected by the quake due to gender, since women have a 

worse economic and social standing compared to Nepalese men. Women were at risk of 

being completely stripped of their freedom by criminals looking to take advantage of the 

catastrophic situation. The government of Nepal had already been failing at addressing 

the situation, thus lacking in both leadership on the subject and in preparedness before the 

quake struck. As can be expected, during the earthquake response the government did not 

miraculously better their leadership and thus failed to take adequate measures to protect 

women in the earthquake. However, the earthquake did place the grave situation in the 

spotlight by the international media, setting pressure on the government to make amends. 

Crisis have the power to create opportunities for major policy and institutional change – 
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but here we are uncertain if the government did actually learn anything from the crisis, as 

forgetting is usually more likely than learning. 

 What was found in the thesis, is that in order to prevent trafficking in crisis a 

stronger leadership is needed, that incorporates all task and activities for protection– and 

that it makes sure that planned measures were properly implemented. This was seriously 

lacking in the earthquake response, as the establishment of safe spaces, and ‘’protection 

for women’’ was mostly non-existent despite words on paper claiming the need. 

Furthermore, for stronger and fairer leadership, the leadership needs to become more 

proportional and more equal, with more women participating in the process. For example, 

The Ministry of Women and Children and Social Welfare, which mandate is to empower 

women, is lead by men and not women. If decisions are only taken by men, it is easy to 

assume that needs of women are not being considered in the same way as men’s, or taken 

seriously and in a committed way. There has been failure on behalf of officials in 

following human trafficking laws efficiently, as well as misconduct based on gender 

within the police force. The fact that the country has not acceded to the UN’s Protocol of 

Trafficking in Women and Children, also displays failure, since Nepal is a very 

trafficking prone country. Women’s rights and needs are placed low on the list of 

priorities, which can be supported by the fact that the country has not acceded to the 

UN’s protocol.  

The decision in the earthquake response to ban children from one area to another 

should have been implemented sooner than after more than a month has passed – here it 

is likely that decision-makers were considering other needs, and forgetting to the dire 

need to protect children. A part of the solution for better leadership is for Nepal to hold 

local elections again, for an active local administrative sector, which would place an 

emphasis on guarding the rights of the diverse people of their society. Further emphasis 

should be placed on getting women into the administration, perhaps by applying a gender 

quota, like the parliament of Nepal has (30%). 

Another part of the solution for better leadership is for women to become more 

active in public life, in local administration, as respected decision makers at parliament, 

in business life, and as officials. In the past years there has been some progress in female 

participation. Small steps are being taken towards female empowerment, such as 

mentioned, within the Nepal Police women’s cell, and also in 2015, the parliament 

elected a female president. However, the president of Nepal does not hold power over the 
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decision-making process so the decision may be built on a façade, put up by Nepal for the 

international society. It still constitutes as a change - a change that might be able to 

slowly nudge people’s mind-sets towards female empowerment. Since Nepal is a disaster 

prone country it is certain in the future there will be more disasters and earthquakes, so 

there need to be plans for the safety from trafficking in the event of a disaster 

implemented in the Disaster Risk Reduction plan, for stronger leadership - by including 

women in the process and considering their needs more. With a stronger DRR plan 

comes preparedness. With better preparedness there is need for better education for girls 

and boys about trafficking, and how to stay safe, and furthermore the dire need for 

stronger immigration control. 

The participation of women, of all casts needs to come to pass – not only for 

women but also for Nepal as a society. To eradicate poverty, the participation of women 

is one of the key components. With the less poverty, there will be less human trafficking. 

If people have sufficient opportunities at home, and respect, then there is no need for 

daughters to be sold, or for women to need to go into the unknown. If the government of 

Nepal becomes determined in investing in women’s empowerment, women and children 

would become safer, more aware of gender based discrimination, and - better educated. 

The key for female empowerment is equal education – because with education comes 

awareness, and it creates fair opportunities for girls and boys. Education also plays a huge 

part in improving leadership and preparedness in times of crisis.  

Above all, Nepal needs change. It desperately needs a change of mind-set towards 

women and the stigmatisation of human trafficking survivors needs to come to end. The 

stigma makes it hard for women to fight back, and get what they deserve from the legal 

and judicial system as well as society. Discriminatory attitudes within the police force 

need to be eradicated. For change, it is not enough to write words on paper, false 

promises will not get Nepal where it needs to be. A clear message needs to be sent from 

the authorities that misconduct towards women from officials and police-officers, by 

disrespecting laws on human trafficking is a serious crime, and those who are responsible 

for such a crime, will be tried and punished. Things need to be changed - within the 

system are inbuilt social structures that need mending of an institutionalised 

discrimination that is based on gender and caste. The empowerment and participation of 

women is necessary in social life. For that to happen a commitment change at the macro 
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level needs to happen within the public system, and then individual mind-sets will follow. 

This will take both time and commitment.  

One year onwards, people are still living in temporary camps; food insecurity 

based on caste and gender remains a threat in many areas, so women are still at grave 

risk. It is easy to lose hope in the system. However with time, media attention and 

organisations such as Maiti Nepal, that are willing to pressure the government, there is 

hope that institutions and people’s mentality will change, as it has done in the past 

everywhere in the world. Disasters do indeed reveal existing national, regional and global 

power structures as well as power relations. The rugged patriarchy of Nepal needs to be 

dissolved, and changes should begin at the macro social structural level: within the 

institutions, and with better education. In the earthquake response women had to look 

patriarchy in the eye, and discover that the system was not created by them or for them. 

Despite its efforts, the government did not do enough for women, and most of the 

responsibility was assumed by NGO’s. In the quake, women were met with the 

government’s false promises of female inclusion and participation. Subsequently, women 

were not safe, making trafficking increase. We can hope that decision makers will change 

the embedded systems that live within the government, the Nepal Police, the legal 

frames, immigration procedures, and that the system will then include and factor women. 

We can hope that next disaster reveals that the powers structures have changed in favour 

of women. 
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