Climate Change and Human Rights in Nepal

Case | — Climate-induced disasters and their impact on Free
Bonded Laborers in Western Nepal (2025)

LOCATION Wards 3,4,5,6,7 & 8, Kailari Rural Municipality, Kailali District, Sudur Paschim Province,
Nepal

ISSUES Due to devastating floods and wildfires freed bonded laborers! have lost their means of
livelihoods, with houses and their little agriculture land being swept away, damage to agriculture crops,
and community infrastructure such as bridges, roads, and vegetable collection center collapsed.
Hunger and malnutrition are alarming, they are faced with increased waterborne diseases and
increasing severe financial constraints. Timely and adequate responses to address the plight of the
affected families by state agencies at different levels have remained limited.

COMMUNITIES 775 families of freed bonded laborers

ACTORS Government of Nepal (local, province, federal), international community.

MAJOR HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS Right to food, right to water, right to health, right to housing,
right to clean, healthy and sustainable environment, right to education.

CONTEXT Despite the abolition of bonded labor in Nepal in 2000, many former freed bonded laborers
continue to face the challenges of landlessness, unemployment, discrimination and disintegration with
other communities. The freed bonded laborers often work as daily wage laborers, struggling with
inadequate resources and an income much below the poverty line, limited access to education and
health care services.

Even though legal provisions ensure the allocation of land for their settlement, the majority have been
residing in very fragile and marginal lands such as riverbanks or nearby forests. This situation has made
them increasingly vulnerable to climate disasters.

Devastating wildfires in January 2023 caused significant destruction for the communities, including the
loss of 27 houses. The fires not only obliterated their homes, assets, livestock, and stored agricultural
products but also led to severe loss of biodiversity (flora & fauna) and have disrupted the ecosystem
services of fodder, timber & fresh water. The economic losses, including damage to homes, assets,
livestock, agricultural products, and market infrastructure such as collection centers, are immense.

Recurrent flooding during every monsoon season has been perpetuating their vulnerability. For
example, in June 2024, devastating floods caused severe damage across several communities. The
floodwater submerged approximately seven hectares of agricultural land, washing it away and leaving
behind deposits of pebbles, sand and debris. As a result, many families lost their homes, livestock, and
grain stores. In addition, the flood caused damage to standing agricultural crops, particularly paddy,
with huge financial losses.

Due to climate change people anticipate a continued decline in agriculture, an increase of water-borne
diseases and further destruction of existing infrastructure and thereof increasing challenges for

1 People exploited in a system of debt bondage (also called debt slavery), which occurs when a person is forced to work to pay off a debt.



marginalized communities to access basic health services, education, and market along with
displacement and further disruption of social structures.

Right to Food

The primary challenge faced by the communities is food insecurity, exacerbated by inconsistent
employment opportunities, low and unreliable wages, limited access to land for subsistence
agriculture, and recurring climate-induced disasters. The food insufficiency situation is alarming,
typically they are food sufficient for only 4-5 months in a year. Women, children, and the elderly among
these laborers are the ones who bear the brunt of these crises.

The vulnerable families’ right to food has been infringed by losing access to their productive means
and resources (e.g. land, water, agri inputs, employment opportunities etc.) for agricultural production
which is the key means to sustain their livelihood. Especially the period after floods and fires, even
physical access to food due to already low-income base, many households of the freed bonded
laborers are without adequate food. In addition, due to the changes in temperature and new diseases
and pests have become prolific in paddy farming, and many farmers reported decreasing agricultural
yields while having to apply more pesticides.

Right to Health

The Right to Health is undermined in terms of increased health risks from diseases such as malaria,
dengue, fever, cholera & typhoid associated with climate change, malnutrition and the physical burden
and mental stress placed on the families of freed bonded laborers. Particularly, children and elderly
people have been severely affected.

Right to Housing

The freed bonded laborers generally live in small huts. Most of them are therefore subject to
displacement during climate catastrophes as houses are either destroyed or deemed unsafe for
residing, as families must flee during floods and inundation until they are able to rebuild their homes.
Most of the households do not have the option to relocate to higher and safer grounds, as they have
neither land titles nor other access to safe settlement areas.

Right to Water

Especially during and after disasters communities are struggling with depleted water resources (mainly
for drinking and domestic use). Due to the over-extraction of groundwater for irrigation the availability
of drinking and irrigation water is already severely impacted in Kailari Rural Municipality. Peasants are
therefore facing increasing challenges to sustain their livelihoods. Lowering of the groundwater table
made the well water unsuitable for drinking and poses health risks. These water shortages and quality
issues do not only violate the right to drinking safe and clear drinking water but also the right to food.

Right to Education
Schools remained inaccessible during flooding, disrupting children's education.



Lokatantrik Tole, Bheriganga Municipality-9, Surkhet district, Karnali Province, Nepal

Due to prolonged droughts and increasing water scarcity as well as other challenges, diverse
crop farming methods were increasingly replaced by monocropping, e.g. turmeric, with high
dependency on chemicals and consequent soil depletion, pest vulnerability and the disruption of local
eco-systems. However, declining crop yields and decreasing turmeric quality have significantly reduced
farmers' earnings, forcing many households to seek alternative livelihoods and leading to a noticeable
trend of migration. The consumption of unsafe drinking water has led to an increase of health issues.
Women must travel longer distances to fetch water and manage household responsibilities with
limited water supply. Balancing these demands alongside their agricultural duties has substantially
increased their workload, placing greater physical and emotional strain on them.

3100 people, mainly peasants, with majority being females.
Local, provincial and federal governments, international community

Right to food and nutrition, right to water, right to work, right to
health, peasants’ rights, women’s rights, right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.

Rights of Peasants/ Right to Food

Historically, in Lokatantrik Tole, favorite local climatic conditions, with moderate rainfall and fertile
soil, have supported diverse crop farming and crop rotation methods. However, changing weather
patterns, erratic rainfall, prolonged droughts, and water scarcity have disrupted traditional agricultural
cycles and predictability of their yields. As climate-adaptive strategy, farmers in the village have
focused on turmeric farming, which requires less water. However, turmeric is usually grown in
monocultures with high dependency on chemicals. Over time, plant diseases and the growing
resistance of pests to chemical pesticides have diminished the yield and quality of turmeric. Besides
the reduced overall productivity affected turmeric products fail to meet market standards and become
unsalable. According to farmers in comparison to the past five years, their post-harvest loss in 2024
has increased by almost 50%. With additional expenses incurred due to water scarcity, pest and disease
management farmers reported that their historical profit margins have decreased by 80%.

Declining crop yields and decreasing turmeric quality have significantly reduced farmers' earnings, with
direct consequences for the realization of the right to adequate food of the affected families. Many
households have been forced to seek alternative livelihoods like small shops and businesses to make
ends meet. This economic strain has driven a trend of migration, with family members, especially the
youth population, taking huge loans to relocate to Kathmandu, India, and Gulf countries in search of
better employment opportunities. As a result, most of the remaining population Lokatantrik Tole are
elderly citizens, children and women. Although a few respondents stated that remittance sent by their
family members from abroad has been helpful to maintain their household expenses, they still
prompted the burden of loan installments and despair of separation from loved ones.

Right to Water

As groundwater levels have steadily depleted over the past years, and at least four rivulets that were
of close access to the community have stayed dried up for prolonged periods, the majority of



households in Lokatantrik Tole have increasingly relied on deep-bore wells for drinking water and daily
use. This has exposed the community to serious health risks, increasing their health costs. The lack of
access to clean and safe water has not only threatened the locals’ health but also added to the growing
hardships faced by families in managing both agricultural and domestic needs.

Rights of Women / Right to Work

The work burden of women increased in terms of the responsibilities of managing household water
needs and agricultural tasks. With water sources becoming more distant and scarcer, they spend at
least two additional hours per day bringing water from public taps or small rivulets, which have limited
the time and energy they can devote to other income-generating activities. The combination of
increased physical labor demands and reduced resources has contributed to deepening their struggles
to maintain their role as primary caregivers and agricultural workers. Balancing these demands
alongside their agricultural duties has substantially increased their workload, placing greater physical
and emotional strain on them.

Women bear a disproportionate burden of climate-induced water scarcity, increasing their workload
and limiting their ability to engage in other income-generating activities, which is a violation of their
right to work.

Right to Health

The ongoing water scarcity threatens not only the health of the community by exposing them to
increased risks of waterborne diseases but also undermines their right to safe drinking water. This
situation is further aggravated by the lack of adequate infrastructure and support from local
government agencies to provide safe drinking water.



Annapurna RM-3, Maramche, Kaski, Gandaki Province, Nepal

The inhabitants of Maramche are primarily dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. As
they practice traditional ways of farming and rely on seasonal rainfall for their agricultural activities,
they are vulnerable to the negative impacts of climate change. The community has experienced higher
frequency of climate related hazards in recent years compared to previous decades, for example
erratic rainfall, hailstorm, extreme temperature fluctuation, and dry spells during the winter season.
These climatic events have negatively impacted on their agricultural production and in turn on the
sustainability of the livelihood of the households. Climate change induced hailstorms and erratic rains
disrupted agricultural production, access to the market system, and irrigation and drinking water

supply.
36 households (120 people), peasants

Right to food and nutrition, right to water, right to work, right to health, peasants’
rights, women’s rights, right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.

Local, provincial and federal governments, international community

Rights of Peasants

Soil physical damage: Due to the intensity of rain in a rather short period after a stretched drought
(with almost no rains between November 2023 to March or April 2024) and hailstorms in mid- May
and October 2024, the already dry and hard soil was hit hard resulting in added destruction of the soil’s
physical structure. Such soil has less infiltration and water holding capacity leading to water logging,
that resulted in reduced carbon soil and organic matter, finally depleting soil quality and productivity.

Loss in agricultural productivity: Due to the erratic rainfalls and hailstorms), the farmers faced direct
damage on standing crops with longer term indirect damage to agricultural productivity of the entire
village. Some of the direct damage (average of the 36 households) include 90% loss of seasonal
vegetables (mainly cucumber), 50% loss of maize, 100% loss of kiwi and guava, 80% loss of lime and
50% loss of millet. In addition, peasants had to face a 50% increase of expenses on cattle feed due to
lack of grass and fodder, and a 20% reduced milk production due to insufficient feed. Two farmers had
to take loans to sustain their livelihood.

Increase in new diseases and pests: Due to the changes in temperature and humidity plants diseases
are increasing. The Agricultural Ministry of Gandaki Province reports also the occurrence of new pests
which pose additional challenges on farmers.

Disruption of market linkages: Since May 2024, the community has lost access to the market due to
lack of production, as vegetables from the village are usually on collected if they meet the required
volume. After multiple requests by the farmers, vegetable collection could be resumed in November
2024, however, at a lower price. Unfortunately, the vegetable collection center established by the
Rural Municipality in September 2024 facilitate the fair collection and marketing of vegetables of
farming cooperatives was not functional either due to the insufficient volume of production.

Other Damages: These series of events and subsequent losses have negatively affected the mental
health of the affected households with increased stress and anxiety and is impacting their overall well-



being. If no further interventions are made to address and reduce the losses, the community expects
to face even higher damages in the coming years.

Right to Water

Three water sources depleted in recent years, which villagers attributed to the reduced water table
and water holding capacity of the soil, increased temperature and reduced vegetation near the water
sources. This severely impacted on the availability of drinking water of about 15 households in
Maramche. Since 2021, the monsoon rains have been on the decline and not sufficient for rain-fed
paddy cultivation anymore, and an irrigation canal had to constructed.

Right to Work

The share of income supplement from agricultural activities has reduced hugely, affected negatively
by climate induced disasters, yielding low production and low productivity. Farmers in the Annapurna
Rural Municipality including few farmers in Maramche have planned relocation to city areas with an
intention to change their occupation, as they are realizing the need of alternate income sources to
sustain their livelihoods.

Women'’s Rights

Within the affected community and households, women farmers and women headed households are
comparatively more vulnerable due to the feminization of agriculture. In communities like Maramche,
male members usually work outside the house to financially support the family, and women members
are left to manage the agricultural activities. Besides bearing the household responsibilities, women
by default are the agricultural labor force. The agricultural activities have become more strenuous due
to effects of climate change. Women are further burdened with the stress and tension of damaged
crop production.

Government Action

In May 2024 state agencies went to Maramche to monitor the extent of damage in the community, as
to record the intensity of loss caused by the hailstorm. Despite appeals by the affected farmers to
compensate for the loss of crops, and to support them to rehabilitate after the incident, no respective
action was taken.

The only action so far was the promotion of climate resilient technologies in the affected area focusing
mainly on integrated soil, water, disease, and pest management, the distribution of hail nets and
plastic tunnels as well as seeds and vegetable saplings by the Community Seed Bank.



