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Nepal is progressive in mainstreaming gender equality and social inclusion in the rural transport sector. Research
studies were conducted using qualitative methods to assess the extent to which people living within the zone of
influence of road and bridge projects have benefitted in two rural districts, namely, Ramechhap and Okhaldhunga.
The projects in these districts were successful in meeting the quantitative targets. The project’s targeting approach to
provide employment to women and disadvantaged groups in construction projects had very positive impacts on their
livelihoods. With increased incomes, people could send their children to schools, add wealth and start small
businesses. However, heavy domestic duties constrain women’s potential to participate fully in road/bridge
construction. (For full participation, a worker is expected to work in road/bridge construction for 90 days in a year; the
wages earned would fulfil their food sufficiency for a year for an economically poor family.) Project quotas for
women in user committees have increased their representation, but they are hardly influencing decisions.
Participation in training is at times constrained by factors such as women’s domestic duties and distance to training
venues. These wider issues need more attention in accommodating the specific needs, constraints and vulnerabilities
of women to bring genuine transformations in the lives of women.

1. Introduction
Nearly two decades ago, Seddon and Shrestha (2002) observed
that reference to women and gender relations in transport con-
texts in Nepal was very rare. Now, however, in many respects,
Nepal appears to be ahead of other states in Asia in terms of its
incorporation of gender mainstreaming and social inclusion
considerations in the rural transport sector. In part, this has
been due to development partner-supported projects, which have
actively encouraged government efforts in this direction (Starkey
et al., 2013). Many years of assistance from the Swiss Agency
for Development and Cooperation (SDC), which has assisted
Nepal with trail bridges for 40 years, in the roads sector from
1999 and with road bridges since 2011, have been particularly
notable. SDC mainstreams a gender and social inclusion (GESI)
approach in all the road- and bridge-building projects it sup-
ports in Nepal, in order to ensure: (a) participation of women
and disadvantaged groups (DAGs) in rural road and bridge pro-
grammes (DAGs being those people who are socially discrimi-
nated and economically poor. Nepali society has suffered hugely
from caste- and gender-based discrimination in the past 100
years. This social discrimination has been the root cause of con-
flict in the country. The social discrimination is more prevalent
in rural and remote areas. Economically poor people are those
who have food sufficiency for less than 6 months in a year –

either through their farms or through other sources of incomes.
Therefore, SDC has focused on reaching these target groups
with all of its interventions related to social and economic
empowerment since 2009); (b) a conducive working environment
(safety, insurance and child care) for women; (c) women and
DAGs are targeted for employment with equal wages;

(d) women and DAGs are proportionally represented
in user committees in decision-making positions; and (e)
they are trained in construction-related activities (SDC, 2016,
2017). This approach encouraged the Department of Local
Infrastructure Development and Agricultural Roads
(DoLIDAR) to develop a local infrastructure development
policy (LIDP) in 2006, which includes gender and social
inclusion measures: these are required to be mainstreamed by
local bodies in all their infrastructure development projects.
Nepal can be considered progressive in terms of having formu-
lated these policies, and project reports and evaluations suggest
social inclusion interventions have led to significant changes in
the lives and livelihoods of women and other DAGs living
around project roads and bridges. The research presented in
this paper indicates that – at least in relation to those districts
where the studies took place – the results of GESI mainstream-
ing have been positive in some areas (promoting participation,
conducive working environment, targeting employment),
but some efforts are needed to address the patriarchal socio-
cultural norms in order to bring transformative changes. These
efforts, in particular, should be in enabling and empowering
women to take full benefits from the GESI policies, starting
with their own households (sharing household roles and respon-
sibilities and freeing women from domestic chores) and in
public spheres outside their households (supporting women in
making decisions in the committees, and not merely fulfilling
the quota in the committees).

The findings of this study relate to intensive qualitative
research in two rural districts, Ramechhap and Okhaldhunga,
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where projects on rural roads and roads bridges have been
implemented by DoLIDAR with the technical assistance of
SDC. The conclusions drawn are based on the application of a
novel qualitative methodology, whereby key primary data were
collected utilising immersion studies, in addition to more
conventional qualitative approaches such as focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs). The first two sections of the paper provide
some background on the two study districts, including gender
relations and recent/ongoing rural transport projects, and a
review of the research methodology employed. The presen-
tation of findings follows: first, regarding women’s partici-
pation in transport project-related decision-making; second,
their direct input in road construction; and third, the wider
impact of transport projects on women’s lives. A concluding
review section then reflects on the extent to which transforma-
tive change has been achieved, and on some interventions that
could assist in improving women’s lives and life chances.

2. The study districts: economy, society and
the rural transport context

The two rural districts where research took place are both
mostly hilly and located in the central area of eastern Nepal

(Figures 1 and 2). Their economies depend principally on a
mix of local agriculture (including subsistence farming)
and remittances from migrants (mostly male) working either
in Nepal’s major urban centres or in the Middle East. In
Ramechhap district, which is closer to Kathmandu (150 km
distant), there has been a particularly marked expansion of
cash crop farming in recent years among both men and
women, while in both districts there has also been a growth in
the establishment of local businesses (mostly grocery stores
and tea houses). These changes are locally attributed to rural
access improvements and a growth in local incomes associated
with employment in road/bridge construction and other
(usually development-partner-financed) interventions.

Income from construction work and migrant remittances has
enabled many men to obtain leases on land, invest in vehicles
and start poultry farms. Women, by contrast, tend to be limited
in terms of cash earning by heavy home-based demands on
their time, including substantial inputs of unpaid domestic
and other care work (as elsewhere in Nepal, see Ghimire (2002)
and Helvetas (2017)). These tasks extend beyond cooking and
taking care of family members, to homestead cultivation,
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Figure 1. Map 1: Okhaldhunga–Rampur–Shreechaur. Not to scale. ZOI, zone of influence
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attending to animals, carrying manure, fuel wood and fodder,
and carrying farm products to market. Moreover, unlike
men who often leave to find jobs in the city once they have com-
pleted school, and may learn new skills there, most women
have little exposure to life outside the district. Indeed, it has
been argued that the informal education that men obtain
through their labour mobility has actually contributed to a
reduction in women’s mobility and decision-making powers in
parts of eastern Nepal (Korzenevica, 2016). (Note that labour
mobility is a term used for labour migration – generally men
migrate from a rural villages to urban areas in search of labour
works (not necessarily skilled). While on the job, they slowly
acquire skills in due course and, once they are semi-skilled, they
tend to migrate to bigger cities and abroad seeking more
income-earning opportunities. These skills they have obtained
through working as a labourer from one place/employer to
another, but not having any formal schooling with degrees, is
understood as informal education. Informal education in Nepal
also means educating men and women to teach them how to
read and write, making them literate, but in the context of this
paper, it is more about acquiring skills informally through
labour-intensive work.) At home, women are expected simply to

do the bidding of male household members – this is a highly
patriarchal society where rural women have little voice and
undertake the vast majority of domestic tasks. Gender discrimi-
nation starts at an early age – it is mostly girls who are engaged
in household chores before they go to school and once they
arrive home from school. Also, whereas boys are mostly sent to
fee-paying private schools (where the overall quality of edu-
cation is perceived to be better), girls are enrolled in government
school (where no fees are required, teachers do not turn up regu-
larly for work and facilities are poorer).

The construction of road and bridge infrastructure, supported
by SDC, has improved access conditions in both districts in
recent years. The SDC technically supported programme on
road bridges is country-wide, but the rural roads programme is
focused on just four districts, including two of the study dis-
tricts (the other two being Khotang and Sindhuli). In
Ramechhap district, the 70 km Manthali–Galba–Chauri road,
for instance, has been a focus of maintenance work under
the local roads improvement programme (LRIP) since 2014,
such that improvements have enhanced all-weather motorable
access and increased the frequency of public transportation

Note∗: where two or more DRCN roads coverage, ZOI population shown are for individual roads (allowing overlap)

Note: above data are based on information available
from DTMP, UCPA and tied data

March, 2017

Galba–Cahuri road, 38·5 km (a section of Manthali–Galba–Chauri road)

Chainage Galba–
Chauri road

ZOI of Galba–Chauri
road (1·5 h)

Galba–Chauri road

Completed

Under construction

Plan

Trail bridge

Motorable bridge

Road network
Strategic/feeder road

District road
District road (under
construction)

Alternative access
to other roads

River/streams
Contour
VDC boundary
District boundary

ZOI beneficiary∗

Within 1·5 h
walking distance

1·5–4 h
walking distance

No. of settlements

No. of population

No. of households

50

13 362 21 345

47622968

87

No. of public utilites and services within
1·5 h walking distance

No. of education
services

No. of health
services

No. of markets

No. of registered
businesses

School = 17

Health post/primary health centre = 3
Hospital/clinic = 2

Hat bazaar = 0
Shops = 156
Tailor = 26

College = 3

Population source: ward level population, national population census 2011

Connectivities Road opened up to 10 km
Road density per km
(pop/length)

Traffic PCU

Public transport
trip/d

Traffic

900

10

4
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to the district headquarters and to Kathmandu. Road improve-
ment and associated transport expansion have also increased
usage of the local health post, especially among women.
However, most local farm produce is still brought to market
on foot, with loads carried on men’s and women’s backs,
while children walk to school (Figure 3). In Okhaldhunga
district, meanwhile, a 12 km section of the main 36 km
Rampur–Shreechaur–Prapcha road has been subject to main-
tenance and rehabilitation by LRIP since 2014, and construc-
tion along the unimproved 24 km is ongoing to replace an
unpaved track. Here, most people travel to the health centres
and school on foot, and poor access to markets has limited the
growth of cash crop production (Figure 4).

3. Methodology
A novel qualitative methodology was utilised in this study,
with primary data collection conducted through FGDs and

in-depth interviews with key district stakeholders, and also
through ethnographic-style ‘immersion studies’. The latter
involved six researchers (three women engineers from a non-
governmental organisation, supported by three male research
assistants) residing with local inhabitants in the two study dis-
tricts for 10 d (5 d in each district), in order to gain a fuller
understanding of the local socio-cultural and economic setting.

Prior to field immersion work in the districts, a training week
was held in Kavre district, so that diverse qualitative methods
could be practised (e.g. various participatory rural appraisal
(PRA) tools), key potential themes for enquiry could be ident-
ified and wider contextual issues discussed, for instance power
dynamics, behaviours and attitudes, and how to avoid biases
(Table 1).

In each study district, three villages within the zone of influence
of the main road corridors were selected for the immersion
study: one in Ramechhap district and two in Okhaldhunga dis-
trict. Each researcher found a host household where they could
stay in both districts, together with a wider set of five focal
households in the vicinity of the host household with which
they could also engage. For the most part, the home stays
worked well, but there were two incidents where female research-
ers experienced difficulties and were forced to move out of
their host households, due to resistance from male household
members. Later they found another two households, who wel-
comed them to stay. All the host and focus households were
selected according to specific criteria (designed to ensure some
focus on disadvantaged families): households with a larger
family size (at least five members) and some elderly people
or people with a disability living there; at least one or more
members had worked in local road or bridge construction-
related projects for a minimum of 1 year; the families had at
least one member who had migrated outside the area for a job.
The families were also to represent different ethnic/caste groups
(Dalits, Janajati, Brahmins and Chhetris). In Nepal, the Dalit
caste groups are marginalised and considered untouchables.
The Janajatis are the indigenous groups, while Brahmins and
Chhetris are the clever, well-educated and elite class groups.

In total, 363 individual reports were collected from the 12 host
and 60 focus households and others in neighbouring villages.
During their stay, the researchers observed villagers’ day-to-day
activities and conversed, worked and walked with them, in
order to collect and interrogate villagers’ accounts of how
external interventions affected or transformed their lives.
Various PRA tools (mobility maps, social maps and timeline)
were also utilised with host households and focal households.

Further in-depth interviews were conducted with key infor-
mants: local political and settlement leaders (including
women), health workers, teachers (including women), transport
operators, market traders (including women), local government
officials and district technical officers. Additionally, there were

Figure 3. Schoolchildren in Okhaldhunga

Figure 4. Women in weekly market
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Table 1. Areas of enquiry for immersions

Economic and financial activities (gender disaggregated) Governance and structures (gender disaggregated)

& Cash income sources
& Off-farm activities
& Changes in wage rates
& Savings, money, assets
& Access to and availability of loans, micro-credit
& Level of indebtedness
& Coping mechanisms in difficult times
& Expenditures
& Skills, productive use of trained knowledge/skills
& Changes in ownership of land and property
& Access to labour works (roads, bridge construction or similar)

& Leadership structures – traditional, government, formal, informal, how they are selected, male/female
& Involvement and participation in community activities
& Involvement in public consultation (hearings and audits)
& Participation of women and other DAGs in community activities including user committees
& How governance processes have evolved and changed over time
& Local politics and structures

Intra household decision making (gender
disaggregated) Access to public resources (gender disaggregated) Quality of life (gender disaggregated)

& How resources are pooled, shared and distributed
& How decisions are made or taken
& Changes in gender roles with reference to different

age groups in the family
& Women’s self-esteem

& Awareness of government policies
& Extent to which DAGs and women are able to raise their concerns

in community meetings
& Who decides on resource allocations
& Changes in traditional powers

& Perception of well-being, poverty
& Consumption pattern, items (use and control by

different family members)
& Aspirations
& Existing services available and usage
& Access to transport
& Mobility patterns (i.e. including walking journeys)
& Use of technology (including mobile phones)
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group discussions with local roads/bridge user committee
(LR/BUC) members, including the executive committee
members in each district. During these meetings, observations
were made regarding the groups’ political dynamics, the power
play between different genders, ethnicities, and between execu-
tive and other members, how decisions were made, and if/how
discussions were monopolised by certain members within the
group. The majority of FGD participants were Janajati (local
ethnic groups composed of Magars and Newars) in
Ramechhap, whereas other higher-class ethnic groups still
dominate in Okhadhunga district. In both districts’ focus
groups (which were of mixed gender), around 29% of the
participants were women (which is low when one looks at the
prevailing national gender ratio).

4. Findings

4.1 Women’s participation in transport project
decision-making

Gender mainstreaming policies in project road works require
proportional representation of discriminated groups (including
women), with at least one-third women in executive commit-
tees (i.e. in decision-making roles). This applies to both local
road user committees (LRUCs) and local bridge users groups
(LBUGs). LRUCs usually meet and discuss road construction
by themselves, but sometimes project staff and the district tech-
nical office join the meeting. Each LRUC has an agreement
with the district technical office worth in Nepalese rupees
(NPR) 6 500 000 at a time (the exchange rate considered at
the time of writing this paper is £1 is equivalent to NPR 130);
once the agreed construction work is complete, the LRUC
enters into another construction agreement. The LRUC has
the responsibility of handling funds, employing workers
through formation of a road builders group (RBG), which is a
group of 25 road workers to work on a certain stretch of road
with at least 35–40% female workers and selecting a coordina-
tor from among these 25 workers. It is an important body for
monitoring and supervision of road construction works.
Members of the LRUC are expected to handle cash, select
trainees, provide budget audits, settle disputes regarding land
compensation and conduct regular site visits.

Both men and women living within the zone of influence of the
roads have been encouraged to participate in these meetings,

with negotiations to select candidates seen as a crucial step in
the integration of DAGs. The general rhetoric during the selec-
tion meetings has emphasised ‘Ali bolna janne, bujhne manche
auna paryo’ (‘Those who can speak and understand should
come’). However, this seems to have demoralised those people,
especially women and DAGs, who feel, and are made to feel,
that they are not capable of understanding or speaking.

Thus, although there are even examples of unmarried women
representing the LRUC, their role is mostly confined to being
silent observers. One such woman, aged 21 years, stated that she
is only there to show women’s representation, as she does not
have any role in the committee: ‘Only the men in the committee
talk, I only listen and sign the attendance form when I am
about to leave’. Most women interviewed seemed to feel that
they are on the committee merely to fulfil the 33% women’s
quota. They suggested that traditional gender norms still
prevail: these do not allow women to talk, and if they do talk,
they are not listened to: they are merely expected to obey the
orders given by male members. However, they also noted
that, when foreigners come to the village (to evaluate the pro-
jects), they are encouraged to be visible. One 35-year-old
woman in Okhaldhunga who had protested that women should
be involved in decision making too, reported that she was
simply ignored. Her reasoning that this might also be because
she sometimes does not follow what is happening in the meeting
and cannot always understand what is being said suggests that
she may have lost self-confidence as a result of her attempted
intervention.

Table 2 shows that user group composition across the two dis-
tricts is still dominated by men from advantaged caste groups;
they also take most decision-making roles, while females in the
decision-making roles represent only three out of 12 (25%).
The projects require at least one woman in each group in a
decision-making role. One of the groups in Ramechhap did
not have a woman member in the executive committee (or in a
decision-making role). Overall, it would seem that women’s
roles are limited to being ‘doers’ rather than decision makers,
with window-dressing to fulfil the projects’ criteria and quotas.

Despite such problems, some women have benefitted from par-
ticipating in more mundane committee tasks. Women, like
men, engage in taking attendance records, for instance, while

Table 2. Details of women members in LRUCs

Name of LRUCs that research assistants conducted FGDs and interacted with Total member Female Dalit Janajati BCTN

Ramche–Manpur road user committee
(Dimipokhar 2, 3) – (Ramechhap)

10 3 (1) 1 (1) 4 2

Galba–Khanikhola road users committee (Ramechhap) 5 2 0 2 1
Harkapur–Prapcha–Shreechaur–Khijiphalante road user committee (Okhaldhunga) 15 4 (1) 0 3 (2) 8 (1)
Kulkhola bridge user committee (Okhaldhunga) 9 3 (1) 0 2 7 (3)
Total 39 12 (3) 1 (1) 11 (2) 18 (4)

Note: BCTN=Brahmin, Chhetri, Thakuri, Newar (these are called the elite class in the community; they are the better off economically in the community). The number
in parentheses is the number of members holding a decision-making position in the user committee. Source: FGD in Okhakdhunga, December 2016
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some have also been entrusted with visits to the municipality
to collect cash and pay project workers. This, in itself, can
add to women’s confidence, as one young woman who has
now handled a large amount of money observed. When it
comes to budget audit, however, women feel that they are
simply required to sign. ‘I don’t understand budget, so it’s the
men running the show, they only call me during budget
hearing and signing’ (woman member of Okhaldhunga
LRUC, aged 40 years).

To conclude this section, the space available to women in user
groups to supervise, monitor and manage funds has empow-
ered those few women who have been actively involved.
However, most women representatives felt that they were only
included to make up the numbers. These women have felt
marginalised by their male counterparts, who constantly ques-
tion women’s knowledge and understanding, ensuring women
refrain from speaking during the decision-making process
because they feel men would not listen to them. Many women
say their only role in the user groups is to sign in at the meet-
ings, in order to confirm attendance. Not a single woman
representative of a user group felt she had influenced signifi-
cant decisions within or outside it. Women who came to the
user group to represent women’s groups and mother’s groups
elsewhere emphasised that while they have had active engage-
ment in the planning processes and local governance of their
own women’s groups, they do not feel any similar satisfaction
in the user groups. Indeed, there are many women who now
feel overburdened because they are required to take positions
in so many different groups: they are forced to attend meetings,
yet their decision-making roles remain marginal.

4.2 Women’s participation in road construction: skill
and income perspectives

The following section considers efforts to encourage women
into road construction work. There are two sets of construc-
tion-related tasks that need consideration.

The first set of tasks is coordinating RBGs. Following
formation of the LRUC, around 30–40 RBGs for road con-
struction and maintenance are set up, and a coordinator is
selected for each of these. Villagers described how RBG coordi-
nators have come door to door, asking for people to work in
road construction – they normally require 15–25 workers for
their section of road and this sometimes requires them to travel
out of the village if they cannot find enough people locally.
Coordinators are expected to ensure there are at least 40%
women in their group of workers and each RBG has to keep
daily records of the construction work and workers. In many
cases, villagers suggested that it was also the role of the
coordinator to record worker attendance data on a daily basis.
The coordinator has a supervisory role, ensuring that workers
do their job properly each day, and must participate in training
as they have to coach other members of their group. Most coor-
dinators then work on construction tasks like other workers.

It was observed from the FGDs and immersions that all the
coordinators employed on the road corridors of Ramechhap
and Okhaldhunga are male. Although women are encouraged
to take up greater responsibilities through these projects, the
tasks required of coordinators seem to constrain their potential
to take a supervisory role, given local views about women’s
responsibilities. To be seen canvassing for labour door to door
is often viewed as socially unacceptable for women, while
domestic responsibilities would further constrain their mobility
and ability to attend training sessions. However, according to
both men and women villagers and FGD participants in both
districts, the main reason that women do not wish to become
coordinators is that it is impossible for women to walk long
distances, which is a rather surprising observation, given that
women often have to walk long distances while working on
farms for agriculture, travelling to the forest to collect fodder,
taking their agricultural produces to the market, travelling to
health centres on foot and so on. Despite, these odds, there are
a few exemplary women who took up the roles and performed
equally as well as men.

The second set of tasks relates to road work. Once each RBG
has been formed, workers (both men and women) are encour-
aged to labour for at least 90 d per year. Tasks include
unskilled work such as moving soil and rock cutting, semi-
skilled work on cross drainage and gabion works, and skilled
work including construction of masonry, retaining walls,
gabion weaving and cobble stone pavements.

Workers are supposed to be paid according to their daily
attendance (8 h), and women are paid equally with men.
Moreover, there is no pay differential according to the skill
level. Therefore, everyone earns an equal amount per day, even
though men regularly observed, ‘Women come late, they don’t
come on time’. Even women themselves said that they cannot
manage to get to work early because they have so many house-
hold chores, especially in the morning. However, coordinators
and others do not consider women’s punctuality a major issue
as they are accustomed to the limitations that women face. The
amount of money earned by individuals still varies consider-
ably, depending particularly on the number of days worked.
Many women workers were absent for full days (mainly due
to their home responsibilities), which reduced their potential
overall income from road works. FGD participants in both dis-
tricts referred to the prevalence of uterus prolapse and back
pains among women aged over 35 years. While a clear associ-
ation with labour-based road works cannot be established, as
women were often engaged in multiple tasks, some women said
that increased tiredness after long days of work often led them
to avoid regular road work jobs.

Training for semi-skilled and skilled jobs is provided in the road
corridors and sometimes in the district headquarters, with both
men and women participating in all areas. In gabion mesh train-
ing, women’s participation is surprisingly low, given that it can
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be done sitting down in one place. Men’s participation has been
higher than women’s in most of the training- and awareness-
related activities associated with construction (Table 3).

Although women (aged between 16 and 60 years) from all
castes, ethnicities and diverse social status received training,
villagers pointed out that those who worked after receiving the
training were those from less affluent families. The others
who were trained were those sent merely to fill the women’s
quota. Better-off people considered these skills unnecessary for
them in the future. By contrast, disadvantaged people in the
locality view skill-based training as life skills, with likely future
income-earning benefit. Thus, a Tamang woman who was
trained in preparing wire gabion mesh can earn NPR 1800
to NPR 2000 per day. She had said, early in the project, that
skill-based work was not appropriate for women: they worked
only in agriculture. However, she is now keen to participate in
other construction work, even after the project ends, as she
knows that this will provide her with significant income.
A Dalit woman, who is studying in grade 12 in a local high
school, similarly stated, ‘I bought a mobile phone with the
money I earned by working on the roads and talked to my
sister and brother, who are working abroad. I earned about
NPR 150 000’. She feels proud that she is able to fulfil her
mother’s dream of wearing gold earrings. ‘I learned how to
weave gabion boxes and am going to take a skill test certifica-
tion exam by national skill testing board’. With a skill test cer-
tification, she will be guaranteed a minimum wage wherever
she works at that particular job in future.

Although women can be seen doing all types of work, the
number of women present is relatively low in all areas.
Repeatedly, people pointed out that the nature of women’s par-
ticipation was irregular. While some men would work continu-
ously on a stretch of road, the women could not be present on a

daily basis. The coordinators and some male workers noted that
sometimes it is simply not convenient for women to leave their
home to work. In such cases, construction work can be delayed.
Women explained that they could not always go to work on a
daily basis because of household chores, which nobody else
could handle in their absence, such as tending livestock, collect-
ing fodder and ensuring that their children are fed. While some
women suggested that timing of the work was the issue, others
asserted that it was the increase in their overall workload that
made them more tired and thus unable to do road works on
consecutive days. However, to ensure that their wives can work
to earn some cash, a very small proportion of husbands (less
than 5%) have started helping their wives with their household
chores. Irregularity and non-availability of local workers has led
coordinators to seek workers outside their villages and geo-
graphic proximity. There are instances where coordinators have
arranged for outside workers (mostly men, but also women in
one case) to stay near the road construction site in order to
finish the necessary work within a certain period of time. The
reason for bringing in outside labour is to finish the work on
time and does not have a direct relationship with women’s par-
ticipation. Temporary shelters or camps that were built after the
2015 earthquake were hired for use by outside workers coming
from other villages. These mixed camps were only shared by
men and women if they were family members and close rela-
tives. There were a few women without accompanying family
who came from distant villages, but they always went back to
their homes at night, rather than living in a temporary camp.
Although there are no reported cases of harassment, women felt
insecure living in somebody else’s village without any male
member of their own family accompanying them. Some also
suggested that people perceive that women may run away with
other men if they stay in camps together.

To conclude, equal payment for both genders has meant that
some men have encouraged women in their household to par-
ticipate in road works, especially in poorer families. Moreover,
some of the women given skill-based training recognise its
value for income generation. Although the economic benefits
from road works have made some women more independent,
unequal gender relations within households have resulted in
increased time poverty for many, diminishing their overall well-
being. Even after many decades, the issue of time poverty for
women remains the same.

The impact of income from road works has been sporadic for
most women, due to constraints on their movements beyond
home, related to domestic duties and the demands they impose
on their time, but an overall improvement in access to goods
and services was observed in many families. An increase in
meat consumption was considered the most significant change
in household consumption patterns, and has come about
especially since families have started earning more money
(both from road works and other sources). Women spend the
money they earn from road construction on the purchase of

Table 3. Training participants

Training Men Women Total

Okhaldhunga district
Dry stone masonry 240 12 252
Gabion weaving 10 — 10
First aid 86 65 151
Wheelbarrow maintenance 18 — 18
Maternal health awareness 30 63 93
Insurance awareness 60 73 133
Road maintenance 97 51 148
Total 541 264 805

Ramechhap district
First aid 177 178 355
Project’s awareness 271 224 495
Wheelbarrow maintenance 7 — 7
Dry stone masonry 28 4 32
Gabion weaving 11 5 16
Total 494 411 905

Source: SDC (2016). Annual project report of local roads improvement
programme
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meat, gold (for adornment, status and as a form of savings)
and livestock. Some have also invested in establishing small
teashops. Such income is improving their status and self-
confidence. Men, meanwhile spend their money in similar
ways, but may also use it for increased alcohol consumption
and gambling. Previously, decisions regarding buying and
selling of livestock, cereals or land were mostly made by men,
but now women are reportedly more often included in such
decisions. However, although women may contribute their
share in the purchase of land and livestock, rarely are these
assets purely female owned. Out of 72 host and focal house-
holds, only three women have land in their personal ownership,
while one has joint ownership with her husband.

4.3 Wider impacts of the transport projects
on women’s lives

In addition to the opportunities that a few women have gained
either to build their confidence through their roles as members
of user groups, or through the training and/or expanded
income directly associated with road work, the road projects
appear to have brought a few other benefits, notably those
related to women’s improved mobility. With improved roads,
access to motorised transport has expanded a little, including
some public transport services operating within and beyond
the districts. In a society where most official work is done by
men, women LRUC members, in particular, have felt a boost
in confidence when they travel to collect money for distribution
to workers or for other official work.

Beyond this, however, women’s travel remains sparse. Only a few
families in each district have access to the sole means of private
transportation, which is most often a motorcycle and, as these
are driven only by men, they have limited impact on women’s
mobility. Women are believed to lack driving skills, but there are
also cultural barriers. Perhaps the most significant mobility
benefit of the improved roads, for many women, is the improved
potential to reach a hospital in an obstetric emergency for, as
Shrestha and Workman (2008) observed, transport problems
have been a major cause of peri-natal mortality in the hills
of Nepal (see also Starkey et al. (2013)). One user committee
member (a single mother) observed in the present study:
‘Earlier, women sometimes died on their way before they
reached hospital when carried on foot for hours for deliveries,
but it has become easier now for women to reach nearest health
centre on time with the road coming to Mangalbare Bazaar and
ambulances coming to take pregnant women’.

5. Conclusion: what prospects for
transformative change?

An extensive literature shows that women’s empowerment is a
very tricky process to effect, whatever the sector (Cornwall and
Edwards, 2014). It is perhaps unsurprising that in relation to
gender mainstreaming associated with transport projects,
although it has brought economic benefits for women in the
two Nepalese districts on which this study has focused, the

overall socio-cultural transformation may require some more
time. The state has been progressive and responsive in terms
of formulating gender and social inclusion policies in the trans-
port sector, but there is still some way to go for substantial
transformation of most women’s lives in the study districts.
Project quotas for women in user committees have increased
their representation, but have rarely enabled women to partici-
pate as decision makers; participation in training programmes
is constrained by women’s domestic duties and distance
to training venues; heavy domestic duties similarly constrain
women’s full potential to earn as much as men as road
workers. These wider issues need specific attention if projects
are to accommodate the needs, constraints and vulnerabilities
of women in the rural context.

So what needs to change now, in order to move forward? Three
elements are suggested here, but much of what follows con-
cerns men’s attitudes and actions. Without such changes, there
is little potential for women’s social empowerment.

First, although quotas or reservations for women and other
DAGs are now widely accepted in the transport sector (as else-
where), male community members need substantial sensitis-
ation to ensure that they listen and give women space to
influence decisions in a meaningful way. Otherwise, most
women will continue to feel undervalued and frustrated in the
efforts they try to make on behalf of the groups they are sup-
posed to be representing. At the same time, women will be in
a better position to command respect if they are well trained
and their competence cannot be questioned: ‘When selected
for a secretary, I was scared if I wouldn’t be able to do my job.
I felt shy to talk in a big crowd. Now after receiving leadership
and other training provided by the road project, I learnt how
to do my job, how to keep the records and accounts. It’s not
difficult at all. I now know how the government works and
have this opportunity to understand community development
works more closely’ (woman secretary of Ramche–Manpur–
Galba LRUC).

Second, adequate recognition (and redistribution) of women’s
unpaid care work burden within the household has not been
established. Only in rare cases are women supported by their
husbands or other family members in their household chores.
A more equal sharing of domestic chores by men and other
household members could greatly improve women’s opportu-
nities to benefit from the affirmative actions and reservations
for women that are now being incorporated in road projects.
Similarly, allowing flexible working hours also remains crucial
to allow women’s participation in road construction works.

Third, a conducive working environment is essential for
women’s participation, and to ensure safety and security of all
workers, including women. Insurance covers death and injuries
of workers aged 16–60 years but, in order to discourage par-
ticipation of youths, elderly people and pregnant women,
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there is no provision of insurance for them in road construc-
tion work. However, pregnant women together with young
boys and girls and older people from poor family backgrounds,
can be seen working on construction sites. All such workers
are aware of the insurance policy, but still prefer to work,
taking risks. The insurance system urgently needs to be
revisited.

Despite many constraints on improvement to women’s lives, it is
important to recognise the potential of even small changes in
one context to interact with changes happening elsewhere in
other sectors to catalyse improvement. Even small improvements
in women’s mobility and access to income can aid their confi-
dence and promote wider impacts in the longer term. The
respondents in the present study suggested that some gradual
generational change regarding attitudes to gender relations is
occurring among people from all castes, ethnicities and classes
in these districts. There is thus some growing recognition that
women should work outside the household sphere, if they have
the capacity to work. District officials, LRUC members and
local settlement leaders at least subscribe to the rhetoric that, if
women have education and skills, they should have equal oppor-
tunities with men. Men from the study households also spoke of
supporting women to come out of their houses and engage in
both income-generating activities and community development.
Debate and discussions regarding women’s rights, equal oppor-
tunities and equal wages are ongoing among both men and
women, although advocacy and lobbying for them is not well
integrated into most local programmes. Use of the word
‘mahila’ (a respectful form of address to a woman) and not
‘aimai’ (which is considered a derogatory term of address to a
woman), and reduced discrimination against Dalits, which can
now be observed in the study districts, are some positive signs.
This type of change, although not brought about by the trans-
port projects alone, shows the potential for further positive pro-
gress regarding how women are treated.
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