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From ground level, residents of 
Kathmandu Valley know how crowded 
the city has become. Many remember 

the terrace rice fields before they were 
covered over by concrete terraces. 

Now, this rampant and haphazard 
urbanisation is visible in satellite images 
thanks to the declassification of American spy 
satellite imagery from 60 years ago.

The Corona strategic surveillance 
satellites were launched by the CIA and the 
US Air Force between 1959-1972 to gather 
intelligence on the Soviet and Chinese 
ballistic missile and nuclear weapons 
programs.

This became especially important after 
an American U-2 spy plane was shot down 
over the Soviet Union in 1960. The Corona 
satellite is code named Keyhole and would 
snap pictures from 150km in orbit, and return 
a capsule to earth to be retrieved by special 
planes with hooks, and the film developed in 
the CIA darkrooms. 

In all, 144 satellites were launched and 
many of them failed. But there are enough 
high resolution photographs of the earth’s 
surface. The images are now in the public 
domain after being declassified by President 
Clinton in 1992.

The images have been useful for 
anthropologists to study ancient aboriginal 
settlements in Australia, and uncover hidden 
Mesopotamian migration routes before they 
were obliterated by modern infrastructure.

Kathmandu Valley, obviously, has 

Kunda Dixit

KATHMANDU 
FROM SPACE 
60 years apart

changed a lot. The Valley floor is now wall-
to-wall buildings, the broad floodplains of the 
Vishnumati, Manahara and Bagmati are now 
choked with buildings, the Budanilkantha 
alluvial fan below Shivapuri, which used to 
be wrinkled with terrace farms are now built-
up. 

There are also things that have not 
changed. The Gokarna forests and the wooded 
areas of the British and Indian Embassies are 
still there. The ancient palace complexes of 
Hanuman Dhoka and Mangal Bazar are more 
or less intact. 

And while the photographs from 1967 
show denuded hills on the Valley rim, these 
slopes now have thick forest cover when 
compared to Google Map images taken earlier 
this year. Partly this is because of community 
forests and also the establishment of the 
Shivapuri-Nagarjun National Park.

The Keyhole satellites are of such high 
resolution that DC-3 aircraft parked at the 
the newly-expanded airport at Gauchar can 
easily be spotted. And just like the Corona 
images were used to study ancient camel 
caravan routes in North Africa and West Asia, 
the paths used by residents of Thimi to cross 
the runway to Pashupati can be made out in 
closeups.  

Then and now
The Corona surveillance satellite image 

taken on 5 February 1967 shows the 
broad fl oodplains of the rivers fl owing 

through Valley fl oor, Rana palaces, and 
the inner city of Patan and Kathmandu 

(right, above).
 

The Google Earth Map taken on 20 April 
2022, shows how much Kathmandu 

Valley has urbanised (inset). 

More before-and-after images online.
nepalitimes.com

Kathmandu Airport 
The newly constructed runway at Kathmandu Airport 60 
years ago. The then-Royal Nepal Airlines’ two Dakota 
aircrafts are visible, parked in the old settlement.

Bagmati and Manahara 
The new settlement of Baneswor and Buddhanagar, and 
the Bagmati River shrunk by the burgeoning urbanscape. 

Vishnumati plains
Balaju Industrial Area was just being set up six decades 
ago. Today, much of the forest in the area is gone, with 
only a few trees remaining inside the British and Indian 
embassies across the river.

Budanilkantha and Nagarjun
The paddy fi elds of Budanilkantha have been replaced 
by residential buildings, but the mostly denuded 
Nagarjun hills from 60 years ago is now reforested.
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Ramesh Kumar

Unplanned urbanisation and lack of affordable 
housing have made Nepal's urban centres 

uninhabitable

Over the last decades, 
Nepal’s socio-political 
transformation has led the 

country from an agriculturally-
dependent rural nation to a 
country with expanding urban 
spaces. 

Although rural Nepalis are 
still dependent on farming, the 
contribution of agriculture to the 
country's economy has shrunk 
to 25%, while the expansion of 
banking, telecommunication, 
trade and other service sectors has 
been rapid. 

The Kathmandu Valley 
has nurtured 2,000 years of 
civilisation and culture, and is 
among the oldest and largest 
cities south of the Himalaya. 
Its thriving non-agricultural 
economic activity remained the 
one true Nepali urban centre for 
much of the country’s history -- to 
the extent that citizens outside 
of the city called it ‘Nepal’ in the 
past, considering the city a nation 
unto itself.

The evolution of most cities 
outside the valley has emerged 
as a relatively new trend, after 
the expansion of trading centres 
along Nepal’s southern border 
following the extension of railway 
lines in north India by the British 
towards the end of the 19th 
century. Subsequently, cities in 
the hills — like Tansen, Dhankuta 
and Pokhara — emerged after 
the establishment of state 
administrations.

However, access to road 
infrastructure like the East-West 
highway — which facilitated an 
increase in economic activity 
as well as migration from the 
central hills to the fertile southern 
plains—played a significant role 
in the establishment of major 
cities like Hetauda, Narayangad, 
Damak and Mahendranagar. 

But as many cities as there are 
now, most of them share similar 
characteristics: unorganised 
settlements, improperly managed 
urban infrastructure, and unequal 
access to opportunities. Urban 
planner Jagdish Chandra Pokharel 
says, "Nepal’s cities are chaotic 
because an adequate inclusive 
blueprint to make them liveable 
does not exist, and cities have 
little urban character to them 
because expansion often takes 
place without planning."

Rather than urbanisation, 
Pokharel adds, there has been a 
“ruralisation of cities”.

In the 2017 Nepal Labor 
Force Survey conducted by the 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 
36.2% of respondents said that 
their residence was different 
from their place of birth, showing 
an increasing trend of internal 
migration. There were only 16 
urban centres across the country 
according to the 1971 census, and 
Nepal’s urban population was 

3.6%. Kathmandu was the only 
city with a population of more 
than 100,000, while only five 
other cities recorded a population 
of more than 20,000.

But migration to the Tarai 
expanded in the 1970s, and more 
cities formed. By the time Nepal 
became a democracy in 1990, 
the market centres of the Madhes 
were connected to the hills, and 
the urban population expanded 
rapidly.

Nepal’s urban population 
growth rate grew almost three 
times in the last decade of the 20th 
century, and beyond. Fifty years 
after the 1971 census, data from 
the 2021 census puts the number 
of cities with a population of 
more than 100,000 at 39, most 
of them in the Tarai where 
urbanisation is concentrated.

Even as internal migration has 
impacted the evolution of cities 
in Nepal, foreign employment has 
also had a hand on where Nepalis 
have settled. Nepal’s lahure, who 
returned from the British Army, 
began to resettle in cities in the 
1970s, leading to an increase in 
population density in cities like 
Dharan, Pokhara, Bhairawa and 
Kathmandu. 

In the 1990s, Nepalis began 
leaving in droves to work in 
foreign countries other than 
India, changing the socio-
economic dynamic of the country. 
This resulted in remittance 
income changing production, 
consumption and lifestyle of 
Nepalis, enabling rural families to 
migrate to urban hubs in search of 
better education and healthcare. 

Moreover, the decade-
long armed insurgency also 
contributed to in-migration as 
Nepalis began to move away from 
rural Nepal— mostly to district 
headquarters and to Kathmandu. 
Subsequently, the second 
People’s Movement centralised 
Kathmandu’s power. 

The World Bank's 2016 
Moving Up the Ladder, Poverty 
Reduction and Social Mobility in 
Nepal report states that Nepal's 
urbanisation is the fastest in 
South Asia, with the urban 
population expansion outpacing 
its 4% increase in annual GDP 
growth in the last few decades. 

The federal restructuring 
turned many of Nepal’s villages 
into municipalities without any 
clarity as to the economic criteria 
for changing the status of local 
administrative units. This means 
that 66% of Nepalis now live 
in cities, according to the 2021 
National Census, and a significant 
number of the municipalities do 
not have urban characteristics.

Across the world, cities are 
defined on the basis of population 
density, access to infrastructure, 
and the existence of a non-
agriculture economy. Indeed, 

even Nepal’s National Urban 
Policy, 2007, stipulates that in 
order to be declared an ‘urban 
area’, the population density 
must be at least 10 people per 
hectare with more than half of 
the population engaged in non-
agricultural activities. However, 
most of Nepal’s new cities do not 
meet that criteria. 

Urban planner Mahendra 
Subba argues that in Nepal, 

cities are declared on the basis 
of political decisions rather than 
any scientific procedure, and 
the policies are as ambiguous as 
they come. The National Urban 
Development Strategy 2017, states 
that the urban system in Nepal 
is imbalanced, with poor urban 
infrastructure, and inadequate 
standards. 

Adds Subba: "Water supply 
management, safe roads, quality 

COST OF 
LIVING IN 
A BIG CITY

housing, clean air, sufficient open 
space and waste management are 
important challenges to address.”

 
Ruralisation of Kathmandu
There is no better example to 
observe the flaws of urbanisation 
in Nepal than Kathmandu. Unsafe 
roads, polluted air, unmanaged 
traffic, inconvenient public 
transport, insufficient drinking 
water, garbage, and sewage 
mismanagement have become 
characteristic to the concrete 
jungle that is the capital. 

This disorganisation has 
not only taken away from the 
aesthetic of the city, but also 
increased disaster risks of 
earthquakes, floods and fire. 
Kathmandu is a city of villages.

Access to water is at the top 
of Kathmandu’s problems. While 
global standards stipulate an 
individual have access to 120 
litres of water daily, Kathmandu 
residents have less than half 

that amount.  In 
fact, Kathmandu’s 
population needs more 
than 450 million litres 
of water a day, but the 
supply does not amount 
to even a quarter of that. 
Even the Melamchi 
water supply project, 
which will bring 170 
million litres of water 
per day, will not be 

enough to address Kathmandu's 
water shortage. The capital’s 
traditional Malla-era stone spouts 
have dried up due to haphazard 
urbanisation. 

Access to infrastructure 
is another problem. The city 
has become a maze of hazards 
navigable only by the rich and the 
able-bodied. Kathmandu has no 
organised roads for pedestrians, 
nor does it have disability-
friendly structures. Even basic 
requirements like zebra-crossings 
are not maintained, leading to the 
deaths of dozens of pedestrians, 
including that of a Nepali 
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diplomat right in front of the 
Singha Darbar recently.

On the other hand, 
uncontrolled increase in the 
price of real estate is reducing 
access to housing for middle and 
low income citizens in urban 
centres. The nexus of banks, 
land dealers, investors and the 
government have monopolised 
land ownership in Kathmandu as 
well as cities across Nepal. Urban 
poverty and squatter settlements 
have increased. 

Urban planner Upendra 
Sapkota says that if affordable 
housing is not provided by the 
government and non-government 
sectors in cities including 
Kathmandu, squatter settlements 
will increase in the future. 
"Private housing companies 
should set aside at least 20% of 
their construction for affordable 
housing for the poor,” he adds.

 
Moving to the city
The transformation of villages to 
cities is happening worldwide, 
and people have been leaving 
villages for cities for ages. The 
urbanisation of Nepal is therefore 
not a surprise, and may even be 
essential to raise living standards. 

“Urbanisation is not bad, but 
it is important to pay attention 
to what kind of urbanisation is 
taking place,” says urban planner 
Jagdish Chandra Pokharel.

Increasing greenery and 
electric vehicles to reduce 
pollution, managing accessible 
and disaster-friendly housing 
to low-income Nepalis, and 
ensuring an inclusive space for 
Nepalis of all socio-economic 
backgrounds could be immediate 
steps to make cities more 
liveable.

Systematic urban 
development also increases 
the ties of cities to villages, 
facilitating development in 

rural areas. Experts add that 
urban expansion is the right 
path to increasing access 
to infrastructure and socio-
economic services in Nepal’s 
villages, which will go on to 
create opportunities and curb 
migration.

“We should think about how 
to connect urban centres with 
villages so that facilities are 
extended to rural Nepal as well,” 
says another urban planner, 
Saroj Basnet. 

In recent years, discussions 
about urbanisation have 
extended to 'Smart Cities' and 
'Satellite Cities'. However, there 
is no clear blueprint for building 
such a city, and discourse 
remains limited to political 
announcements. 

The National Urban 
Development Strategy has 
pointed out the need for 
additional investment of more 
than Rs12 trillion to build 
infrastructure in just 217 
municipalities. By the year 2031, 
this need will reach Rs36 trillion. 

Mahendra Subba adds: 
“Although municipalities 
are legally entrusted with 
the responsibility of urban 
expansion, the technical, 
administrative and financial 
capacity of local units is not up 
to par." Indeed, even though the 
government has announced the 
creation of 10 big cities, there 
has been no real discussion 
or preparation regarding 
investment, availability of 
resources, or need. 

“Our urban policies 
have failed to address how 
to mobilise and distribute 
available resources to build 
smart cities,” says geographer 
and regional planning expert 
Pitambar Sharma, adding that 
cities cannot be built on political 
pronouncements alone.  
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