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Nepal crisis offers
chance to change
negligence culture

By ASIT K. BISWAS and
KRIS HARTLEY
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

EPAL is one of the

world’s least devel-

oped countries, with a

per capita gross do-

mestic product of
US$694 (S$920). With 40 per
cent unemployment, the country
is heavily reliant on citizens work-
ing overseas, whose remittances
constitute nearly a third of eco-
nomic activity.

In 2008, the dysfunctional
240-year monarchy was finally
abolished, after a violent decade
of Maoist insurgence.

This political turmoil weak-
ened the effectiveness of Nepal’s
national and local governments,
including institutions responsible
for earthquake preparedness and
related issues such as infrastruc-
ture and urban planning.

Last week’s earthquake is a
tragic reminder of the need to con-
currently ensure good infrastruc-
ture, policy foresight, and func-
tional institutions for disaster pre-
paredness.

In Kathmandu’s case, unstable
geological conditions, together
with high density and substand-
ard building stock, create a dan-
gerous environment.

According to Demographia,
Kathmandu is the world's
33rd-densest city out of over
1,000 studied, unsurpassed by
any Western city. Compounding
this challenge, structural code en-
forcement and urban planning are
weak. In a 2012 interview, a senior
divisional engineer at Nepal’s De-
partment of Urban Development
and Building Construction noted
that construction often proceeds
without zoning approval, and that

urban plans are rarely implement -
ed.

Shockingly, 95 per cent of
Nepal’s own government offices
violate mnational construction
codes. The lack of compliance sug-
gests a broader culture of negli-
gence in adhering to construction
regulations.

In some ways, Nepal was
lucky. If this tragedy had occurred
at night when more people were
in their homes, the death toll
would have been much higher.

Also, the earthquake happened
on a Saturday, when children
were not in school. Indeed,
schools are often ill-suited to
withstand earthquakes, due to
physical configuration (for exam-
ple, large classroom windows),
budgetary constraints and corrup-
tion leading to shoddy construc-
tion, and scant awareness of risks,
leading to inadequate preparation.

In Nepal, municipalities are re-
sponsible for land use planning,
construction permits, and enforce-
ment of compliance with national
building codes. These codes have
been applicable for at least two
decades, but urgently need updat -
ing to incorporate new knowledge
about earthquake-resistant design
and materials.

This 20-year-old building code
has been incorporated in the per-
mitting processes of only three
municipalities out of 58 nation-
wide, Even in these three, moni-
toring of code compliance is lax.

For all practical purposes, the
code is irrelevant and buildings
are constructed in any way con-
venient to developers. Thus, most
buildings are of sub-standard qual-
ity, and are likely to collapse dur-
ing moderate to severe earth-
quakes.

The death toll from the recent

earthquake has already exceeded
5,000. Preliminary estimates by
the US Geological Survey indicate
that the physical and economic
damage may exceed Nepal's
US$20 Dbillion-per-year GDP,
With the current lack of informa-
tion, it is unknown if the hydro-
power dams near the earthquake’s
epicentre have been affected. Ne-
pal already suffers from an elec-
tricity crisis, and the problem
may now worsen. The earthquake
will likely delay the construction
of a proposed US$1.6 billion hy-
droelectric dam funded by the Chi-
nese, or even derail it.

Tourism, which accounts for
about 8 per cent of the economy
and 7 per cent of the workforce, is
likely to suffer significantly over
the next several months. In the
medium term, the earthquake will
dampen Nepal’s economic devel-
opment and social progress. Fur-
ther, with Nepal’s accelerated ur-
banisation and clustered commer-
cial activities, the economic and
human costs of disasters will in-
crease exponentially in the longer
term. Thus, it is essential that Ne-
pal, and countries like it, boost
preparedness.

Nepal’s lack of preparedness is
no mystery, as the data clearly
shows. Indeed, population and
economic growth continue to oc-
cur in high-risk disaster zones of
many developing and overcrowd-
ed countries.

For infrastructure quality, a
crucial determinant of disaster re-
silience, Nepal ranks 55 out of 132
in the Notre Dame Global Adapta-
tion Index’s measure of disaster
vulnerability, and 122 out of 160
in the infrastructure sub-indica-
tor of the World Bank’s Logistics
Performance Index.
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countries can learn lessons from
the latest tragedy.

Donors and the Nepalese peo-
ple must insist that the country’s
municipalities not only ensure
new buildings are constructed to
withstand earthquakes, but also
address violations with strict pen-
alties - including highly publi-
cised demolition of non-compli-
ant structures.

Essential public buildings such

as hospitals, schools and police
stations should be constructed
with the higher safety standards
now used in other earth-
quake-prone countries like Japan
and New Zealand.

Both the government and do-
nors should demand a mix of hard
options, such as earthquake-re-
sistant buildings, and soft op-
tions, such as enhancing indige-
nous capacity for disaster manage-

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

ment and improving institutional
functionality.

The country should use the cri-
sis to jettison outdated practices
and substantively address govern-
ance failures.
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