
 

 

A study on “Environmental causes of displacement” commissioned by the National Planning 
Commission has revealed that over the past 10 years, water scarcity has led to an increasing 
amount of people abandoning their houses. It reveals that water shortage is affecting food 
security and social development and that the amount of environmental migrants is increasing 
every year. Permanent or temporary migration is envisaged as the last option by people affected 
by drought after failing at adapting to water stress. This policy brief examines the consequences 
of droughts, the patterns of migration and proposes some possible policy responses.  

Depleting water sources:
An emerging crisis in Nepal  

Evidence for policy

Table 1: People displaced 
from villages due to 
drought. Districts such 
as Panchthar and Kavre, 
which were neither listed 
as vulnerable by previous 
studies such as the Nation-
al Adaptation Programme 
of Action (NAPA) of 2010, 
are facing severe water 
scarcity.
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Key messages 
 • Springs and streams are drying up 

and droughts are worsening 

 • Water availability is affecting 
agricultural production and animal 
husbandry, food security, hygiene 
and sanitation and overall social 
development. 

 •   The amount of environmental 
migrants due to water scarcity is 
increasing every year  

 
 • Methods need to be developed  

to make water available. Current 
method of tapping distant sources 
and groundwater needs to be re-
vised since it is aggravating deple-
tion of water. 

 • Currently hydrological cycles and 
resources need to be mapped to 
guide sectoral development inter-
ventions.  

Introduction
In 2013, in response to increasing de-
mands for drought relief, the National 
Planning Commission, with the support 
of the UNDP-UNEP Poverty-Environ-
ment Initiative (PEI), conducted a study 
on “Environmental causes of displace-
ment” in selected districts to find out 
how water scarcity had affected liveli-
hoods and how people had coped or 
adapted to drought. The study revealed 
that an increasing number of people 
were unable to cope locally and had to 
adopt migration as a strategy to deal 
with extended drought. 
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For further information contact PEI Nepal:  
National Planning Commision: npcs@npc.gov.np  
UNDP-UNEP: vijaya.singh@undp.org, 
paul.steele@undp.org, mika.korkeakoski@unep.org

The Poverty-Environment Initiative (PEI)
PEI is a UN led initiative to mainstream pov-
erty and the environment into development 
plans, programmes and budgets.     

PEI’s Policy Briefs series present information, anal-
ysis and key policy recommendations on important 
development and environment topics. This and 
other PEI Policy Briefs are available from 
www.unpei.org

Main findings 
• Sources of water have been drying up for the 
past 10 years. Both sources of springs in the hills 
and the Terai ground water are depleting. Besides, 
mid-monsoon droughts have increased. No water in 
the rainy season worsens the traditionally dry winter. 

• Nepal water supply infrastructure is not 
adapted to increased water scarcity. Most infra-
structures is based on piping in water from far away 
sources and digging deep to tap groundwater. In the 
areas where springs have dried, which are proliferat-
ing, none of these methods are feasible. 

• Water scarcity has critically weakened food 
security. The scarcity of water has impacted farm-
ing and animal husbandry. The production of cere-
als, fruits, milk and meat has declined sharply and in 
some areas farmers have stopped planting rice. The 
lack of water to irrigate or feed livestock, has  forced 
farmers to cull their herds and leave fields fallow and 
to change their source of income from dairy products 
to vegetables. In drought affected areas, the need to 
import food and water from external locations has 
forced many to migrate. Such loss of human resourc-
es declines local capacities to find solutions to adapt 
to environmental stresses. 

• In water scarce areas, water markets have 
flourished. In a country where almost one quarter 
of the population lives below the poverty line and 
earns on average NPR 172 a day, people now pay up 
to NPR 1.5 per liter for transported for domestic uses. 

• Migration due to water scarcity is on the rise. 
In areas that find themselves short of water during 
the dry months, people migrate temporarily during 
these months. These cases of seasonal migration are 
on the rise. In areas that find themselves short of 
water even during the monsoon migration is perma-
nent. These cases are also on the rise. People leave 
their villages for destinations where economic oppor-
tunities exist and never return. 

• People are changing behaviors to adapt to 
water shortage. People exploit all the options avail-
able before leaving, from digging pits in dry river beds 
to pumping water. Some irrigation and water supply 
systems have been successfully developed. In some 
areas, farmers have begun cultivating maize and mil-
let instead of more valuable and valued paddy rice, 
as these crops require less water. Farmers have been 
forced to abandon agricultural land, giving forests a 
chance to regenerate. People only move when none 
of the adaptation measures are successful. People 
migrating pertain mostly to upper social classes (e.g. 
Brahmins and Chettris).  

• Water scarcity adversely affects local social de-
velopment and sanitation and hygiene conditions. 
Water shortages have affected social life. Parents find it 
difficult to marry their sons because girls refuse to mar-
ry into areas with permanent water scarcity. Young men 
prefer to migrate, to cities or abroad, instead of living in 
their villages of origin. Good health, hygiene practices, 
traditional rituals and festivities have also been affect-
ed. Government’s campaign to halt open defecation has 
also suffered from water shortage since the lack of water 
to clean recently constructed toilets is leading  people to 
defecate in the open air.

“I haven’t taken a head-to-toe bath in 10 
years” (Local in Ward No.3 of Yasok).   

   
• Water scarcity has a direct impact on the secu-
rity of women and the education of girls. Women 
are increasingly feeling insecure when they are forced to 
queue for water late at night or in the early mornings, 
especially when water source is located over an hour 
from their home. Girls’ education has also been affected 
since girls spend hours queueing to fetch a single pot of 
water. Some schools are reporting that overall enroll-
ment is decreasing and that attendance is becoming reg-
ular, especially among girls. 

Policy recommendations 
• Map existing water sources and identify emerg-
ing changes in local hydrological cycles. Determine 
underlying causes of springs and streams drying up de-
spite being surrounded by well-preserved forests, and 
how recently built infrastructure is linked to increasing 
water scarcity in the hills. 

• Develop methods to make water available and 
revise the policy of tapping distant water sources 
and groundwater. This practice is aggravating the de-
pletion of water sources.  

• Take measures to increase efficiency in the use 
of water in agriculture and domestic use. 

• Sectoral interventions likely to affect water 
sources should only be conducted after analysis 
of their impact on hydrological cycles. 

• Review adaptation options to address water 
scarcity and encourage local development plans 
and budgets to include specific measures to ad-
dress droughts and water scarcity. 

The faces of water scarcity 

In search of a land with water. 
With his wife, son and parents, Til 
Bahadur Bohara, 30, of Syaba-
rumba VDC-2, Panchthar District, 
was travelling to Jhapa District by 
hired jeep. The family had a large 
piece of land in the hills in the 
village, around 3 hectares. With-
out any water problem, their land 
would have been worth NPR 2 
million. Since the land had acute 
water shortage, no one would 
buy it and they had to abandon it. 
To migrate, Til Bahadur got a debt 
of NPR 500,000 at high interest 
rate. With the money, he bought 
a land in Chakchaki VDC, Jhapa, 
where the family plans to start all 
over again.

Three hours to walk for one 
pot of water. Lila Chauhan, 27, 
of Syabarumba-9 in Panchthar 
District, walks three hours every 
day to fetch a single pot of wa-
ter. At the water source she has 
to wait for hours for her turn be-
cause of the long queue. Lila and 
her family moved to the house 
of Agni Kumar Budhatho ki, who 
migrated with his family in 2011. 
“It has become extremely diffi-
cult to get water” says Lila. Ac-
cording to her, three other fam-
ilies also left Syabarumba. 

The faces of 
water scarcity 

 “It has become ex-
tremely difficult to get 
water” 


