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GOPEN RAI

One reason Nepal has not gone completely belly-up 
despite the earthquake last year and this ongoing 
blockade is that the money wired home by Nepali 

migrant workers is keeping the economy afloat. The latest 
figures show that the country earned approximately $6 
billion in the past year from the 2 million or so overseas 
contract workers mainly in the Gulf and Malaysia. This did 
not include money sent back to families by another 2 million 
or so seasonal migrants in India. 

For generations, Nepal has been a net exporter of 
human capital. Forced to migrate due to hardships such as 
exploitation, indebtedness, falling agricultural productivity,  
and lack of jobs at home, Nepalis have traditionally sought 
greener pastures abroad. Migration has been a safety valve 
that has let rulers in Kathmandu off the hook for their 
spectacular and unparalleled failure over the years in 
offering gainful employment at home for its citizens.

Such is the desperation that drives Nepalis to migrate, 
that the exodus has historically been seen as a given. The 
despair also partly explains the lack of outrage in Nepal 
about the export of our young men and women. The 
recruitment of the citizens of one country to fight and die 
for another is incongruous in this day and age, yet hiring 
mercenaries hardly raises an eyebrow in Nepal. The most 
alarming aspect about the trafficking of young Nepali 
women to brothels in India is not just the absence of any 
political will to stop it, but that the very communities from 
which the girls are taken tolerate this sexual slavery. Today, 
traffickers have moved on to duping and cheating young 
Nepali women in working as household help, and in this 
paper we have provided regular coverage of the horrendous  
exploitation and abuse they suffer at the hands of Nepali 
middlemen and their employers, particularly in the Gulf.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, poverty alone is not 
the primary driving force behind migration. The push factors 
of this mass exodus are the structural exclusion of a large 
section of the population, entrenched social injustice, weak 
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transportation caused by the Indian blockade and the fuel crisis. 
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THE ENDLESS TRANSITION
The new constitution was a failure 
because it did not address the needs 
of the Madhesi people (‘The endless 
transition’, Rubeena Mahato, #789). Any 
half aware observer will know that this 
plays into the hands of Indian interests, 
as a stronger Madhesi electorate will 
enable India to exert its infl uence 
throughout Nepal. Nevertheless it was 
the Nepali politicians who failed in past 
decades to square this circle. Lacking 
any rational options, they chose to go 
against agreements made in 2007 as 
a consequence of the fi rst Madhesi 
uprising. Whatever India’s role in the 
blockade, Nepal’s politicians handed 
them a golden opportunity. This testifi es 
to their utter lack of political acumen.

David

Nobody loves big neighbours, ask 
Mexico about US or Uruguay about 
Brazil or Mongolia about China. But this 
doesn’t mean that these small countries 
start blaming their large neighbours for 
their own incompetencies. 

Layman  

Do you have anything to say about 
Nepal’s internal political failure to 

address this core problem that has 
resulted in the present crisis? Please 
don’t blame this one on India - Nepalis 
near the border were protesting for a 
month prior to the constitution being 
promulgated, and in that duration 40 of 
them got killed by Nepal police - before 
India decided to intervene to stop the 
killings.

Shrestha 

Nepal’s political system is a failure, 
no doubt. But to say that India has/
does not have a hand in the current 
crises is lying to yourself. In the past, 
India had always got the political 
players together in one room and 
hammered out the differences. Why not 
this time? 

Namah

In this bizarre episode of bruised 
egos and hurt pride, the big brother 
is the one acting childish by throwing 
tantrums (blockade, Madhes violence) 
and the small brother is showing 
maturity (pushing for constitutional 
amendments as proposed from the 
beginning). And a distant brother is 
watching wisely not rushing to take 
undue advantage of the situation and 

worsen the geopolitical friction.
Binod 

Articles on Nepali Times are all 
starting to sound the same. Please 
give us, readers, new substance.

Hurray

THE FORCE AWAKENS 
I, for one, would have liked the 
movie better had the director, JJ 
Abrams given more importance to 
how Jedi powers were transmitted 
(‘The Force Awakens’, Sophia 
Pande, #789). 

Whatever

STAYING  ALIVE
The least that Nepal’s rulers must do is to ensure our workers abroad don’t have 

to die saving the country from economic collapse.

school or to buy property. It is not ploughed into investment 
that would create a multiplier effect on the economy. The 
infusion of hard currency therefore simply helps offset our 
burgeoning imports — mainly of petroleum products. We 
buy diesel with the blood, sweat and tears of our workers. 

For a country that is so dependent on overseas contract 
workers, the Nepali state seems to be capable neither of  
protecting its citizens abroad nor of maximising the benefits 
of remittances to the national economy. The disgraceful way 
we treat the 2,500 Nepalis leaving for work and returning to 
Kathmandu Airport every day is proof that the worst enemy 
of Nepali workers is the Nepali state. Instead of declaring 
them national heroes, they are relentlessly fleeced, cheated, 
extorted, harassed, and abused by officials, security 
personnel every step of the way.

Just as Nepalis died during the World Wars fighting for 
foreigners, today they are dying in foreign lands where they 
toil. As our special coverage in this issue points out, even as 
workers queue up at Kathmandu Airport every day to board 
their flights, three coffins arrive daily on those same planes. 
More than 1,000 Nepali workers died in the past year, 
most of them in Malaysia followed by the Gulf countries 
— the main cause identified has been  unexpected death 
syndrome (SUDS). Since autopsies are rarely conducted and 
there has been close to zero investigation into this apalling 
phenomenon, public health experts haven’t been able to 
figure out why certified healthy young men are dying of 
heart attacks at such a shocking rate in the plantations of 
Malaysia and the construction sites in the Gulf.

Among the contributing factors are overwork, 
exploitation, and acute stress caused by deep anxiety about 
not being able to take care of families back home. Successive 
governments of Nepal have failed to look after the welfare 
of citizens and provide jobs for them at home -- the least 
that the current rulers must do is to ensure Nepali workers 
abroad don’t have to lay down their lives to save the country 
from economic collapse.

governance and the ingrained neglect and apathy towards 
the welfare of its citizens. The districts from where there is 
the most out-migration are not the poorest: many who live 
in abject poverty simply can’t afford to migrate, because 
they don’t have the cash savings to pay middlemen fees and 
travel costs.   

The migration industry is controlled by an unscrupulous 
mafia that has been given a carte blanche  (with the collusion 
of the government machinery) to squeeze the last rupee out 
of the most vulnerable. Economists have pointed out that 
remittances should have been used productively to spur 
investment in infrastructure and manufacturing at home and 
to generate jobs, which would have bought us time to get 
our act together on the economy. Unfortunately, as things 
stand today, earnings sent home by workers abroad are 
used by families mostly for subsistence, to send children to 

SEULKI LEE
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Layered food is always 
a delight to the palette. 
I’m pretty convinced the 

reason lasagna, for example, is so 
yummy is because it is made up 
uniquely of layers of pasta and 
sauce. There is something about 
balance in layering and one can 
almost taste that balance when 
food is cooked right. Otherwise, 
there is almost no difference 

between an average bolognaise 
pasta bake and lasagna – in terms 
of ingredients—and yet it isn’t 
lasagna.

This actually came to mind 
when making an entirely different 
dish, baklava, earlier this week. 
Baklava is a dessert dish that 
is the Middle Eastern world’s 
equivalent to our own mithai. It 
is made up of wafer thin layers 
of phyllo pastry with fillings in 
between, drenched in butter, then 
baked to a crisp golden brown 
and then topped with sugar and 
honey syrup. They are cut up into 
these magnificent little diamonds, 
square and round shapes, perfect 
for pecking on.

Now, you might wonder why 
I am again writing about baked 

goods when the country is falling 
to pieces. Well, for one, it is a 
hobby people in search of sanity 
or stress relief might turn to in 
times of turmoil. But more than 
that, like all else, one cannot 
help but see striking similarities 
between the various things one 
is passionate about, in this case 
baklava and identity.

Many foods depend on a 
delicate balance of layers to really 
develop in taste and appeal. 
That is the thing about the great 
classics like the croissant or a 
trifle, the balance of the layers, 
which carry different flavours. 
The croissant comes in various 
flavours and in various shapes 
and sizes and yet we all know 
when a croissant is a croissant. 

It is the same with baklava 
too.  What really makes it is the 
paper-thin in-tact layers that are 
neither soft nor hard once baked 
and neither too sweet nor bland. 
These are the fundamentals, 
which are the defining 
characteristics of the dish which 
are unchanged. The interesting 
thing is the baklava is different 
in different parts of the Middle 
East, and often the nuts used and 
flavours, shapes and sizes are 
different, and yet one can tell off-
hand when you are being served 
baklava. That is because the 
defining identity of the dessert is 
unchanged regardless of where 
you go.

The balance of the layers, 
regardless of flavour or shape, is 

The challenge in carving a Nepali identity which is identifiable as ‘Nepali’ and yet not all the same

Being 
baklava

or synonymous with only one 
language, dress, religion, etc. 
We want to break away from 
the Panchayat and Mahendra 
era ‘Nepaliness’ without 
compromising on the essence of 
a binding identity altogether.

And why wouldn’t that 
be desirable? Going by how 
well baklava has done in 
being united in its diversity, it 
seems definitely the best way 
forward. The management of 
diversity in such a way that 
the fundamentals remain 
unchanged is the key. Perhaps 
for Nepal, the best thing to start 
off with would be to identify the 
fundamentals, if there are any 
at all. 
@bidush

ONE  TO  MANY
Bidushi Dhungel

the magic to its identity.
One might say it is rather 

similar to the notion of being 
Nepali, or the kind of Nepali 
identity we are in the need to 
forge. It seems the challenge 
in carving a Nepali identity 
which is identifiable as ‘Nepali’ 
and yet not all the same lies at 
the crux of the issue. Like the 
baklava, we want the different 
flavours, sizes, shapes and 
thickness, and also want to 
remain in the ‘baklava’ family 
without it being questioned, 
regardless of whether the filling 
is made of pistachios, almonds 
or desiccated coconut. 

In fact, we want an obvious 
element to our ‘Nepaliness’ 
without it being monolithic, 
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Surendra Phuyal is a journalist 
with BBC Nepali Service. 
@surendraphuyal
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After 40 years it looks like Pokhara’s new 
international airport is finally going ahead
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For anyone who has ever 
wondered what it would be 
like to be stranded on an 

uninhabitable planet out in 
space, The Martian is essential 
viewing. The film portrays 
the dangers and beauties of 
space travel and is made 
by the great Ridley Scott, 
who has, inarguably (at 
least in the view of this 
critic) made some of 
the greatest science 
fiction films of our 
time. 

The Martian 
which is adapted 
from a 2011 novel 
by Andy Weir, is a 
procedural along 
the lines of Vittorio 
De Sica’s The Bicycle Thief (1948) 

or Robert Bresson’s A Man Escaped 
(1956) in that it provides minute 
details of what it would be like to 
be stranded in space, or in this 
case, on Mars. 

Lest I sound ridiculously lofty 
in referencing the great European 
neo-realists – let me move onto 
the plot: Matt Damon who plays 
Mark Watney – one of the members 
of the Ares III manned mission to 
Mars – is left behind due to a series 

of very unfortunate incidents that 
leave his crew members thinking 
he is dead. With the Ares III crew 
on their way back to Earth on 
Hermes, their orbiting vessel, 
Watney regains consciousness 
to realise that his only chance 
of survival is to find a way to 
feed himself till the next Ares IV 
mission lands four years later, 
thousands of miles away from his 
current location. 

 Trailer 

nepalitimes.com

BIKRAM RAI

SHOE SALE: A stall owner awaits customers at the Footwear Business Expo at Bhrikuti 
Mandap on Wednesday. 

RSS

SPEAKING UP: Members of various student groups protest outside Nepal Oil 
Corporation on Wednesday demanding an end to black market of petroleum products. 

E-TALK: Panelists speak at a discussion organised by the Independent Power 
Producers’ Association of Nepal and Niti Foundation on the energy needs of the country 
on Wednesday. 

THE 
MARTIAN

Scott’s character study of 
Watney’s mixture of stoicism, 
ingenuity, and sometimes outright 
optimistic foolhardiness harks 
back to the cinema of Bresson 
in the attention to detail and the 
celebration of the mundane 

(albeit in space). While this is 
compelling enough to a viewer 
for the first third of the film, 
Watney’s quotidian life soon 
starts to pall, thankfully the 

people at NASA figure out 
that their man is still 
up there right as your 
attention begins to 
wane.  

What follows is 
an incredibly tense 
series of negotiations, 
frantic construction 
to send up a relief 
probe with extra food, 

and a heated debate on 
whether or not to tell the 

Hermes crew that they did indeed, 
however inadvertently, abandon 
one of their own on a planet far, 
far away. 

Supported by a stellar cast 
(pardon the pun) including the 
likes of Jessica Chastain, Chiwetl 
Ejiofur, Kate Mara, and Jeff 
Daniels, The Martian is a riveting 
film that follows in the footsteps 
of the now classic Ron Howard 
film Apollo 13 (1995), and of 
course, Alfonso Cuaron’s stomach 
churning Gravity (2013), giving 
those of us on Earth an inkling or 
more of what it might be like to be 
in space. 

OVERLOAD: A mechanic repairs a transformer at Nepal Electricity Authority’s 
workshop in Lainchaur on Wednesday. More than 400 transformers have exploded in 
the city due to excessive power consumption since September. 

NOT CONFIDENT: Madhesi Janadhikar Forum Chair Upendra Yadav (centre) at a 
press meet organised by the party in Birganj on Wednesday. Yadav expressed his 
doubts over the ability of the recently formed taskforce to resolve the current crisis. 

MUST  SEE
Sophia Pande

HAPPENINGS
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SONIA AWALE 
IN KUALA LUMPUR

OM ASTHA RAI
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