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RISE AND FALL OF NATIONAL SERVICE IN NEPAL

Politics of service in new democracies

Gautam N. Yadama and Don Messerschmidt±
Introduction

‘Democracy matters’ proclaims Thomas Friedman while writing about South-Asia in a recent op-ed in the New York Times.
  While ostensibly a cliché, it is a proclamation that one cannot easily discount.  Democracy matters for many reasons, but most importantly, it matters because it signals the manner in which civil society and state interact, collaborate, trust, and respect each other.  Democracy and commensurate pluralism have significant implications for promoting and sustaining national service programs and the deeper goals of service.  In this paper, we draw attention to the importance of political context for sustaining civic service programs through a case study of the rise and fall of National Development Service of Nepal.  From this case study of national service in Nepal, we draw general conclusions for service programs, as well as raise a set of deeper questions that require careful research.  

We begin this paper with a brief social and political background to service in Nepal followed by an exploration of cultural-historical roots of civic service in Nepal, the rise and fall of government-sponsored National Development Service, and the most recent incarnation of volunteer service in Nepal.  We conclude with lessons from the case study, and propose future areas of research.

Nepal in the last half of the 20th century has witnessed an increasingly complex and dynamic mix of rising political, economic and social awareness and expectations, alongside societal disruption and increasingly disparate lifestyle conditions, punctuated by dramatic socio-cultural changes. In the midst of all this, the nation’s civil society and varieties of civic service, volunteerism and social action are thriving. The social and political inclinations of the nation's youth, in particular, have had profound impact on recent and current events, including a major role in support of a potentially powerful, though short-lived national development service movement in the 1970s. This paper documents the rise of civic service and volunteerism in Nepal, and analyzes its various historic and contemporary manifestations and impacts. 

Beginning in the early 1950s, as Nepal turned away from a century of repression and stagnation and opened to the outside world and as modern systems of education and political action began to develop, the nation's students became seriously involved in causes and movements that injected change and innovation into the social development scene. During most of the 1970s, the Nepal government through its major institution of higher education, Tribhuvan University, inaugurated a creative youth civic service program called NDS, the National Development Service. First inaugurated in 1974, the NDS grew to enjoy phenomenal support until 1979 when adverse political concerns forced its premature closure. Despite its short life span, the NDS is still remembered today as a model program of civic service. 
The NDS is considered by many to have been a catalytic social development experiment in the life of the nation. It was founded in association with the New Education System Plan of 1971 (NESP). Under that program, all post graduate students were required to dedicate one year during their Masters degree studies to service in a rural community.  At first, the NDS was vigorously resisted by students who saw it as an unwarranted disruption of their studies and career development, but as the first year's participants returned to campus from the rural communities their enthusiasm and support for NDS sparked a reversal in student interest, and it quickly became a hallmark of development and modernity, with strong and lasting support across the university and the broader society. The NDS had profound effects upon both its participants and host communities and, it is argued, on the development of Nepal’s exceptionally strong modern civil society movement that arose following the 1990 national 'Movement to Restore Democracy'. Since then, Nepal has experienced a concerted effort to effect a truly democratic polity (with difficulty) and an active civil society (with relative ease). Some observers believe that the NDS experience created a certain ‘space’ in the society (in terms of expectation and opportunity) that, after 1990, was rapidly filled by both local and national NGOs. 

The Cultural-Historical Context of Civic Service and Volunteerism in Nepal

There’s a story that every Nepali school child knows, about charity, service and volunteerism. It describes a village grasscutter, materially poor but rich in spirit who, by digging a simple spring for drinking water created a monumental legacy for all, immortalized in what is probably the best known short poem in Nepali – Ghaãsi Kuwa (‘The Grass Cutter’) by Bhanubhakta, Nepal’s 19th Century ‘Pioneer Poet’:

Devoting his life to cutting grass, he earned some money,

and, wishing to be remembered, he dug a well.

The grass cutter is so poor, but what spirit!

And I, Bhanubhakta, have done nothing with my good fortune.

Of wells, inns or resthouses (for others) I have made none.

All my wealth lies at home. 

And from this grass cutter, what do we learn?

That it's a shame to sit idle doing no good deed.

Digging a spring or well (kuwa, inaar), constructing a fountain or waterspout (paani dhaaro), building and maintaining a shady trailside resting place (chautaaro) or an overnight resthouse (paati, pauwa) for passing travelers, and contributing free labor (shramadan) to public works, are all traditional acts of volunteerism, good neighborliness, public service, and charity, which many Nepalis aspire to perform or achieve before they die. The high value of doing good things and serving others is captured in such terms as paropakar garnu (‘to do selfless service for others’), swechhaalé paropakar garnu (‘to serve selflessly and freely, of one’s own will’, ‘volunteerism’), and swayamsewa garnu (‘to serve others of one’s own accord’, ‘to volunteer’; i.e., the ‘act of serving’).
 It is only a small step from such simple acts of duty and thoughtfulness to more expansive forms of civic service. 

The tradition of voluntarily serving others has deep roots in Nepal and across South Asia. In contemporary times, disrupted and distorted by social, political and economic strife, the origins of the volunteer spirit and civic service are sometimes forgotten. Much of what passes for civic service nowadays, through community-based organizations (CBOs), local non-governmental organizations (LNGOs) and other civil society organizations (CSOs) is thought by some to be new and novel. ‘Except for a few,’ writes one observer, ‘all the NGOs have no roots in the native soil. They are the inventions of donor agencies’ (Maskay 2000:106).

By contrast, we take a more positive view, grounded in historical tradition – that modern civil society organizations in Nepal are founded upon a long and proud tradition of civic service, originating ages before such terms as ‘CBO’ and ‘NGO’ were invented. We agree with those who point out that modern Nepali (local) NGOs have deep roots in temple-based endowments and trusts such as traditional guthis (Timilsina 2000:1) and in similar public-minded associations (samsthan). ‘Modern NGOs of Nepal,’ writes Ghimire (2000:212) ‘are basically transformed Guthis [Trusts], and are an outcome of the 20th century social transformation movement of South Asia’, although most have been transformed recently towards ‘a development orientation [with] global interaction and assistance’.

Civic Service Movements in 19th and 20th Century Nepal

The culturally ingrained spirit of civic service and volunteerism saw its first public expression in Nepal beginning in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, under the leadership of several prominent individuals. 

Tulsi Meher has been called the ‘founding father’ of Nepal’s NGO movement, and the Charkha Movement as one of the first local NGOs (Maskay 1998:75; see also Chand 1999:148ff.). Another of the early fathers of civic service was Daya Bir Singh Kansakar, who established a voluntary medical dispensary called Paropakar Aushadhalaya, which was later transformed into the well-known Paropakar Samsthan (‘Paropakar Organization’) consisting of an orphanage, ambulance service, maternity hospital, and secondary school. The original Paropakar medical dispensary was founded during the cholera epidemic in 1948. Such emergency-oriented volunteer movements are commonplace in society the world around. Most, however, are temporary and last only for the duration of the emergency and its immediate aftermath. Several such volunteer aid societies sprang up in Kathmandu following the devastating Nepal/Bihar earthquake of 1934, the most prominent of which was called the Bhukampa Sewa Dal. The more permanent and modern-day emergency/disaster-oriented Nepal Red Cross Society, for example, was not founded until 1963. Daya Bir Kansakar, until his recent death at age 90 (in 2001), was considered one of modern Nepal’s best examples of selfless service to others (Limbu 2001). Both Kansakar and Tulsi Meher and their respective movements had great effects in generating a civic service awakening in Nepal (Chand 1998:49, and 2000).
Most such socially conscious organizations, trusts, endowments and societies also claimed formal or informal roots in the region’s ancient cultural-religious heritage. Thus, taken together, these nascent civic service movements of late 19th and early 20th century Nepal embodied, to varying degrees and in various constellations, combined political, social and religious sentiments.

Traditional Civic Service and Volunteerism in Nepal

In Nepal there are many examples of service organized at different levels of society and in varying degrees of formality.  Here we make a cursory identification of the oldest and the most traditional among them and sort them into mutual/and self-help groups, philanthropic/service groups, participatory/self-governance groups, and campaign/advocacy groups.

1. Mutual Aid/Self-Help – The dominant system of social and economic support in societies; e.g., in traditional groups to provide health care, water or education, to jointly manage natural resources (forests, water, pasture), to provide emergency help (during floods, earthquakes, etc.), and so forth.  These are small, not highly visible self-help, neighborly and voluntary social activity groups, with more economic and social motivations than political ones, often found associated with the traditionally close knit and largely rural societies of South Asia.  Significant forms of mutual-aid groups can be classified according to functional areas of work in which they occur:

Agricultural Labor and Public Works



- 
seasonal exchange labor gangs: parma, pareli (and, huri, nogar and rodi among the Gurung people of central Nepal; the rodi being youth group that organizes self-help activities such as nogar). 

- 
public works labor gangs: shramadan, as well as badghar and jhara; and, in emergencies: maha-jhara. (The purely ‘voluntary’ aspect of these community labor groups, especially jhara, is sometimes tempered by peer pressure, or is considered compulsory. The most purely voluntary form of labor contribution is shramadan.)

 Natural Resource User Groups

- 
kinship-based land management groups: kipat among the Kiranti ethnic groups of east Nepal. 

- 
irrigation management associations: kulo samiti, kulo samuha, kulo banaune. 

- 
forest management user groups: ban palé, ban heralu, ban samiti, ban samuha, ghar lahure (and mirchang among the Marphali of Mustang District). 

Credit Groups 



- 
micro credit/rotating credit societies: dhikur, dhikudi. (These are alternative spellings of a group of citizens who come together to establish a rotating credit system for the members, each of whom makes a regular financial contribution, then takes a turn at drawing from the funds for investment or for a personal or household expenditure.) 

Temple Edifices and Lands Management Associations 



- 
temple/temple property management trusts: guthi. (This popular type of organization was originally found among the Newar, the indigenous ethnic group of Kathmandu valley. Both Newars and their guthi trusts are now found widespread across the nation. There are essentially two kinds of guthi ( (a) for mutual aid and self-help associated with temple properties, and (b) as philanthropic endowments.)

2. Philanthropy, Service to Others – They provide service to a whole community, usually carried out through nonprofit and statutory organizations.  The predominant form in Nepal is civic and religious endowments (sadavarta, guthi).

3. Participation, Self-Governance – Roles played by individuals in local governance, from representation on government consultation bodies to user-involvement in local development projects.  Examples include:

· civic administration, community management: pancha bhaladmi, dharma Panchayat. 

· community action, communal or ethnic pride and fellowship: Gurung thho and gola, Magar bheja, Syangtan posang, Tamang choho, Tharu khel. 

· youth clubs: a rapidly growing form in urban and semi-urban neighborhoods (there is a large variety of relatively recent vintage).
· tourism promotion and communal money-raising: aama samuha, babu samuha (again a relatively recent innovation). 

4. Campaign Advocacy – Arising out of a desire for social change and social justice, including lobbying for legislative or policy change and movements to raise public consciousness about social or environmental issues.  With the exception of some of the early groups formed to fight the social and political injustices of the Rana regime as noted above, most examples from Nepal are of recently founded organizations, including a number of environmental advocacy groups; women’s rights, welfare and empowerment movements; and advocacy movements focusing on the rights of the disabled. Many of them are labeled as non-government organizations of various types and motivations (a list of which would run into the thousands). 
Some of the organizations and movements listed above have relatively short, ephemeral life spans, often constituted to function on a seasonal basis or during a crisis. Others are more permanent institutions, sometimes lasting many generations. Some are motivated by communal solidarity, others by personal feelings of religious service or generosity. Most are highly localized, often at the neighborhood level, and many are based on ethnic group or clan/lineage identity. A few crosscut the boundaries of class, caste, ethnicity and gender. They tend to be bound together by the crosscutting ties of mutual friendship or interpersonal loyalty,
 by good neighborliness, and by trust ( a key ingredient to the survival of all volunteer service societies and self-help groups. ‘Trust’ is the foundation stone underlying volunteerism and, indeed, all of civil society; that is, ‘trust’ in the sense of reliance, responsibility, confidence and authority (Fukuyama 1995; see also Brown 1999:17ff; Wilson and Musick 1999). All such groups or movements fit the concept of ‘civic service’, defined as ‘an organized period of substantial engagement and contribution to the local, national or world community, recognized and valued by society, with minimal monetary compensation to the participant’ (Sherraden 2001a: 2; Sherraden, Moore and Cho 2002). 

None of the example organizations or service-oriented systems discussed above were sponsored by the government, or by the military. Few of them involved any reward other than self-esteem and satisfaction.  Each, to one degree or another, helped set the stage upon which the Nepal government launched its National Development Service (NDS) beginning in 1974, and the follow-on National Development Volunteer Service (NDVS) beginning in 2000. The early ‘NGOs’ and the various self-help community organizations and user groups mentioned above are also part of the context within which a strong and pervasive combined CBO/NGO movement has taken root in Nepal in recent decades. CBOs (locally) and NGOs (national and international) quickly became (and remain) prominent vehicles of development following the opening up of civic space in the wake of Nepal’s democratic revolution of 1990.

Rise of Nepal’s First National Development Service (NDS)

A recent report of the U.N. General Assembly about volunteerism has noted these fundamental facts (U.N. 2001):

To volunteer one’s time and effort to help others is a basic human impulse. Volunteering plays a vital role in preserving the stability and cohesion of societies and makes a signifi​cant, but largely overlooked, economic contribution. It also brings considerable benefits to people who have the opportunity to volunteer. Moreover, volunteering helps to widen social, economic and cultural networks, enhances self-esteem, meets the need of people to learn from each other, facilitates acquisition of skills and experience thus widening employment options and builds up reserves of goodwill that can be drawn upon when needed. Young people who volunteer are better able to develop their potentialities, share knowledge and skills and secure employment; working adults, through social contacts, obtain opportunities for career advancement; and older people who volunteer can expect to live longer, healthier lives. 
The U.N. statement is certainly true, and reflects much of the Nepal experience to date. But the Nepal experience must also be examined in terms of its political significance, an aspect of the impact of volunteerism not mentioned above. It may not be universal, but from the Nepal experience with its first government-supported student volunteer service, politics have played a significant role in the development and sustainability of the service. The NDS was, by all accounts, a catalytic learning experience and the potential foundation for profound social change.  Programs of government-sponsored civic service in Nepal began, and peaked, in the brief life of the popular NDS’ (the National Development Service, or Raastriya Bikaas Sewa), between 1974 and 1979. In the opinion of some observers, the NDS was a highly successful student ‘volunteer’ program, and perhaps one of the most successful national programs internationally (Vaidya 1992a: 123).
 

NDS Program Inception and Design 

The origins of the NDS are often attributed to the ‘noble philosophy’, inspiration and foresight of Nepal’s late King Birendra, when he was Crown Prince Birendra (prior to 1972). One often hears, ‘it was Birendra’s “brain child”’, for he strongly encouraged and supported it.
 Royal backing was an important symbolic gesture that gave special weight to the program’s inception and support in the eyes of the loyal populace. Comparatively similar programs operating at the time in several other developing countries also inspired the idea for an NDS program. The actual plan to inaugurate a national development study service was first announced to the Nepali nation as an integral part of university education under the new National Education System Plan (NESP) of 1971. 
Broadly speaking, the NESP was designed to remove some of the defects of Nepal’s older system of education, and to better prepare youth for useful service in the development of the nation.
 The program motto was ‘Education for Development’ and its vocational and development service goals were so closely linked that, at first, the students took to the streets in opposition to both. However, after the first and second groups of volunteers returned from the rural areas to the university campus in 1975 and 1976 expressing enthusiasm for the program, and in light of its potential for social good and perceptions of it as an honorable example, the activists dropped their opposition and came to support it. 

The plan’s declared objectives were ‘to supply trained manpower for national development and with the priority to be given, among others, to the “Promotion of active students’ participation in nation building”’ (NESP 1971, as quoted in Vaidya 1992:129). Its designers wanted to assure ‘that higher education [would] not be equated with theoretical and bookish knowledge alone, and also to provide students with scope for service in national development while engaged in [their] studies’ (Vaidya 1992:123).  The aim was to expose young students to the realities of Nepal. 

The overall objectives of the NDS were:

a) to help balance the theoretical content of students education with some practi​cal experience that is fully relevant to conditions and needs in Nepal,

b) to help bring about change within education through the improvement of curriculum,

c) to help meet the great shortage of educated manpower in rural areas,

d) to bridge some of the gaps between town and country, between the educated elite and the masses and between the different ethnic groups which together form the population of the kingdom so that there is a greater feeling, even in the remotest areas, of all belonging to one nation, moving forward together. (Pradhan et al 1978:31; see also Vaidya 1992:129-130)

In 1974, after the students raised several points of grievance with university authorities ( mainly, that ‘the NDS would disturb their academic studies while they were away in the village’ and that ‘the [proposed] maintenance allowance was inadequate’ (NDS 1988:4) ( the following adjustments in field conditions and expectations were agreed upon (NDS 1988, Pradhan 1988, Shrestha 1988):

· Students were to work as teacher and generalists. 

This reduced the amount of development activities that at first they were expected to perform. Students were typically posted together in groups of two or three (same gender). In the field their work was supervised, guided and evaluated by the school headmaster, the district education officer, and an NDS supervisor.

· Orientation to the program was enhanced.

A special preparatory course was added to the curriculum, worth two credit hours towards the degree.
· Monthly living allowance was increased according to the gradation of the remote areas, from Rs.300-450.

Students posted in remote districts got up to Rs.450 per month. All students received equal training and travel allowances; later students in hills and mountains were also given warm winter jackets. All students got first aid kits and manuals, and all were expected to wear the distinctive NDS uniform. This stipend was strictly a maintenance allowance (not a salary), intended only to allow participants to live at a standard similar to their village hosts.

· Several additional ‘incentives’ and facilities.

For example, winter coats for participants in cold mountain communities, field medical kits, and various other supplies and services.

In addition, the following expectations were also introduced:

· Remote areas were given priority for the field assignments.

At first, students were sent (or chose sites) close to home, but after the first year assignments were made by a blind lottery system.  Students were not allowed (as earlier) to be assigned to their home village.

· Evaluation system was introduced in order to gauge the performance of students.

Field supervisors were assigned, and visited participants periodically.

· Students were asked to prepare a ‘village profile’ of the assigned village (this component was worth 2 credit hours towards the degree).

The village profile was to serve as ‘a bridge between theory and practice’, ‘a synthesis of experiences and perceptions’…, ‘a synthesis of academic competence and rural realities’, ‘a source of baseline data’ to help identify local need and evaluate the impacts of development projects; thus, it was designed to assist local, district and national planners.

· Participants had to be present in the villages for a minimum period of 280 days.

Approximately 10 months of service was compulsory (with limited provision for sick and casual leave); no exemptions, although students with health problems were posted near district hospitals and female students were posted in less remote districts, near to roads.

The key events of NDS development and implementation took place within a short span of less than seven years, 1972 to 1979. The first few years were formative: trial and error, correction, redirection and fine-tuning. In 1972, the NDS Directorate was established under the Rector’s office on the Tribhuvan University campus in Kathmandu. In 1973 and early 1974, 22 program volunteers in two small trial projects were sent to live and work in rural communities. In July 1974, the NDS program was formally launched, and the first regular batch of 212 students (57 female, 155 male) was sent to the field.
 From the beginning until the program was closed down five years later, in 1979, a total of 3,063 students were enrolled and posted to the rural areas (579 females, or 21.5%; 2,484 males, or 78.5%). (See Figure 1.) 

—— Figure 1 ——

The program’s operating expenses were funded entirely by the Nepal government, and were increased annually as the program grew (Figure 1). A few international agencies (notably UNICEF and UNESCO) contributed some logistics support; e.g., consultant services, a few vehicles, some camping equipment, warm jackets, cameras, First Aid kits and manuals, stationary, instructional handouts and booklets, etc. UNESCO also provided small financial support to a literacy drive, and to the publication of several of the best village profiles.

NDS Student Participation and Community Feedback

The NDS was made mandatory for all Masters level students enrolled in the nation’s only institution of postgraduate education, Tribhuvan University. It accounted for one of the nine papers required to complete the degree. Each student’s term of service began with pre-service training (up to 2 months, including a district orientation program), followed by 10 months in a rural community. Students were monitored and supervised in the field, and were required to submit a final report on the experience, including a village profile that would be of use to the local leadership.
 The report was worth 20 out of the 100 points allocated for NDS service.

Just how ‘voluntary’ was this mandatory form of civic service was for the students? The answer comes in the standard definition of a ‘volunteer’ as ‘a person who performs a service willingly and without pay’ (RHWUED 1996, emphasis added; see also Davis 1999). In the first place, every student was a ‘volunteer’ by having joined the university without compulsion. By doing so the student automatically (though unwittingly, perhaps) agreed to abide by the mandatory degree requirements, such as NDS service. Secondly, although there was some resistence to the program at first, it was soon embraced positively, as cause célèbre among the students. Pradhan et al (1978:174-175) report that at the time of their impact study, 96% of the future participants sampled, were unequivocally enthused about joining the NDS. The remaining 4% (all male respondents) were undecided, not in opposition to the program but due to personal or family concerns. Finally, though each student received a modest monthly stipend (and a few extra incentives in the way of field supplies), it was only enough for personal maintenance, to cover expenses in the village, and not enough to live any better than the average villager, nor enough to pocket or save. 

The initial plan was to field volunteers in groups of four, representing each of four service corps: health, education, agriculture and construction (engineering). Only the education corps was implemented, however, as there were no Masters level programs at that time in health or medicine, agriculture or forestry, construction or engineering. Instead, the students of humanities, social science and education were all lumped together as generalists and members of the NDS education corps and sent in pairs of the same gender to the villages to teach (Pradhan et al 1978:87). 

The NDS was an important component of the new education plan. Under the NESP, the need for supplementary teachers in the rural areas was immense. After 1971 there was ‘an explosion in the numbers of children receiving a primary education’ (Hoftun et al 1999:222).  Thus, NDS volunteers played a small but not insignificant role in enhancing rural education. Broader more long-term assessments of the NESP overall describe it as a failure, however; within a decade of its startup it was virtually abandoned. 

This failure of the NDS’s overarching program, the NESP, did not bode well for the concept of educational study service. Implementation of the other three NDS service corps was never achieved although, while the main thrust was focused on education to supplement a teacher shortage in the rural areas, many NDS volunteers also worked informally outside of the classroom on technical and social development issues. Examples include small scale school construction, drinking water systems, bridges, minor irrigation projects, family planning, public health education and sanitation, literacy and prevention of alcoholism and gambling (Pradhan et al 1978:273-274 and passim). 
The main objectives of the NDS have been interpreted in two complementary ways. For one, it was as an attempt to induce change in the ‘attitudes, outlook and skills’ of the nation’s educated youth. For the other, it was designed to change the attitudes and develop the skills of the rural populace within the rubric of self-help development and modernization. While the latter is not very clearly articulated in documents about the NESP and NDS, it is generally acknowledged that the program was about raising awareness among the rural poor, assisting them to more fully utilize their local resources, and helping instill in their lives and communities a spirit of more active participation in the development process and strengthening national unity (Vaidya 1992:132, NDS 1988:7). 

NDS Impact on Rural Life, Education and Development

That the NDS program was successful, in a limited way, is widely accepted in Nepal. It served to introduce students to rural conditions and realities, and brought some of the rural populace directly into the development dialogue, even if on a relatively minor scale. It helped create social capital in participating communities and local schools, thus creating a better atmosphere in which to build trust and reciprocity between and among citizens and between communities and development agencies, thus contributing to a more cohesive and potentially more stable and economically prosperous society. Such trends have been noted in the international literature on volunteering (see Smith 1999, Para 24-28). That the NDS was cut short before this rural area social capital building was sufficiently mature is one of the great tragedies of Nepal’s recent history. 

For the volunteers themselves, NDS service provided a type of human, and social development experience that led directly to the enhancement of human capital. It subsequently influenced lifestyle choices and career directions of many participants. Many of the program graduates have gone on to become leaders of national and international renown, academicians and intellectuals, lawyers, medical doctors and other professionals, including practitioners of participatory development and human rights activists. During their yearlong exposure to the facts and conditions of rural life, the volunteers made new friends, learned new skills and enhanced their own self-confidence and respect. All former NDS volunteers and administrators interviewed pointed out its personal value both in raising awareness and in bringing personal satisfaction to the individual participants (cf. Smith 1999: Para 29-31). The value of volunteering in creating of both social and human capital is widely noted in the literature. 

Looking back on the NDS, one outspoken advocate of volunteering, a program insider, prominent diplomat and early NDS student volunteer, recently described it as ‘A great program! A great program, with the students making such rapid changes in the villages. It brought important political, social and economic exchange and awareness. . .’ Another observer, a long-time expatriate resident of Nepal, and a former international volunteer, has made a similar observation: ‘NDS was maybe the best thing that Nepal ever did for rural development, certainly the best of Panchayat ’til they killed it. If you ever meet someone working in rural development in Nepal who seems to stand out from the pack, just ask them if they were in NDS.. Chance are ninety percent that they were, and remember it as transformational in their lives. . .’

These and many similar comments are retrospective assessments from a distance of over two decades, from former volunteers, some of whom developed their professional careers out of the volunteer experience. Theirs is a perspective ‘on high’, so to speak, representative of both insiders and outsiders caught up in the contagious enthusiasm often expressed for the NDS.
  The NDS program had impacts on the students, villagers, district administrators, local leaders, traditional leaders, school teachers, university teachers and guardians (parents) (Pradhan 1988:6, and passim). 

One of the most formative impacts on students, from the practical experience of living in a rural village, was development of their ‘self-confidence, dedication, sense of service, [and] analytical mind’.  NDS was especially significant in boosting the self-confidence and leadership qualities among female students.  The impact upon local leadership and traditional leaders was mixed. For one, many students were perceived as a threat in a system where local development activities were closely guarded and controlled by powerful leaders, where development funding and allocation were well-kept secrets, and where the village elite monopolized information. Into this traditional scene came NDS students whose approach to development was based on consultation, openness and transparency, and information sharing. They raised the consciousness of many villagers, who then began to question the old style of a closed and unaccountable leadership. ‘The villagers would ask themselves why the NDS students are so dedicated [to] village development activities despite the fact that they were not from the village. . . [while, in contrast] the local leadership did not have the same amount of dedication. . .’ (Pradhan 1988:10-12). Additionally, many of activities engaged in by NDS participants included campaigns against unfair money lending, polygamy, child marriage, bonded labor, and other ‘social evils’ such as alcoholism and gambling. One analyst later concluded that such conflict with traditional leaders and undesirable traditional practices indicated that the NDS was a potentially effective change agent, and that participants worked as good communicators, facilitators and motivators encouraging villagers to undertake a number of self-help development activities (ibid.). 

There was also impact on rural school teachers, for whom the volunteer student teachers became a ‘source of improvement of the school administration’ and, by their good example, the source of certain ‘academic values’ such as ‘regular conduction of the classes, proper examination system, [and] good record keeping’. In short, ‘The disciplined life of the NDS students influenced… the behavior of the regular teachers’ (Pradhan 1988:12).  Among the greatest impacts were felt by the hosts of NDS volunteers, and the villagers in communities to which NDS participants were assigned. What did they think of the program? What were their feelings about the student-participants in their midst?

The 1978 impact assessment study reports that 99% of the 385 villagers and 100% of 111 authorities sampled responded in favor of the program.
 ‘The eagerness and support of the NDS program by the villagers becomes explicit when almost all the villagers interviewed responded in favour of continuing NDS in their respective areas in future…’  Villager cooperation was high and local support to their activities was good; thus, for the most part, the volunteers’ experiences were favorable (ibid.:165ff.). 

When asked why they liked the NDS program and its participants, local people’s views and responses includes observations such as these (ibid.:181): 

· It was ‘very much effective in disseminating various new information’.
· ‘It aided mass consciousness, promotion of literacy and teaching program’.
· ‘The participants always tended to impart new ideas to the villagers’.
· ‘Most of the program the participants undertook for the village were appropriate to village needs’.
· ‘The participants could understand the priority needs of the village’.
· ‘The participants were cooperative and they tended to finish programs timely and effectively’.
· The village respondents ‘recognized [appreciated] the participants’ voluntary spirit’. 
Its former directors have evaluated volunteers’ impacts on host villages in similarly positive terms. The NDS students were seen as ‘catalysts of reform and change. . , as “learned teachers”, respected locally and viewed as “philanthropic”. They were trusted; the people could confide in them… A major impact was the “awareness” they brought to the villages… They were looked upon very positively’. 

Implicit in these observations is recognition of the versatile qualities of the participants. In summing up the acceptance and impact of the NDS from the local perspective, the 1978 researchers write that the villagers generally praised the diverse qualities of the participants, like those of doctor, engineer, social reformer, teacher, and leader. And, ‘because they are different from local leaders; selfless, creative and informative, the villagers do not want to lose their company.’ Villagers found their NDS participant-guests to be ‘cooperative, gregarious and effective’, able to survive rural life quite well. Many villagers viewed the participants as ‘a friend, a philosopher and a guide to them’. Thus, the impact study concludes, it is ‘encouraging to learn that NDS has been successful enough so far’ (Pradhan et al 1978:181-182).
 

Outside of Nepal, international respect for the NDS program was widespread. Civic service planners, leaders and administrators from as close as India and as far away as the United States looked closely at Nepal’s NDS as a model program of volunteerism. NDS leaders from Nepal were invited to Indonesia and the Philippines to describe and discuss the Nepal program. And the United Nation’s Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) praised it. 

NDS and the Interplay of Students and National Politics

Government-sponsored civic service programs always operate within a political context. While the literature on volunteerism generally avoids or neglects reference to its political ramifications, in Nepal, the politics of NDS and the national political context within which the NDS was created, operated and closed down are important to understand. The ups and downs of national politics, including typically volatile student movements, combined with the activities of the banned political parties, various other socio-political activism, and the inevitable difficulties and disappointments that arose during the decade of the 1970s, were all associated with how the NDS was viewed, and ultimately affected its impacts. 

To understand and appreciate the situation behind the design and implementation of the NDS the reader must forebear a brief (simplified) introduction to contemporaneous Nepali socio-politics. After the collapse of the century-old autocratic Rana regime in 1951 and the restoration of the monarchy, Nepal was opened to the outside, political freedoms were introduced and a parliamentary form of democracy was announced and imposed (Hoftun et al 1999:26-45). When democracy failed to rise above party squabbling, however, King Mahendra intervened. In 1960 he abolished the nation’s first fledgling/struggling multiparty parliamentary system and replaced it, in the 1962 Constitution, with ‘the so-called partyless democratic Panchayat system’ (Shaha 1993:59), sometimes characterized as a form of ‘guided democracy’ (see Baral 1993, Hoftun et al 1999, and Shaha 1990a, 1993). 

The new Panchayat system was based, locally, upon popularly-elected village and municipal Panchayats (assemblies) that articulated up to district assemblies (there are 75 districts). At the center was the national assembly, the majority of whose members were elected by district Panchayat members from among themselves. The national assembly also included minority representation (c. 15%) elected from six class and constituent organizations (peasants, youth, women, ex-servicemen, workers and graduates), and a small number of members (c. 13%) selected by the king. 

For three decades, from the early 1960s through the national referendum of 1980, to the movement to restore democracy in 1990, powerful and largely conservative Panchayat leaders (called ‘panchas’) and various government administrators and functionaries arose within the system to dominate and control local and national politics. Some of them achieved considerable power and status, often by corrupt practices. (Some observers assert that the Panchayat administration was little different in this regard from the much despised Rana system; see Baral 1993:34.) Because all political parties were banned, there was only one official or legal point of national allegiance and political articulation – the partyless Panchayat system, with the royal palace at its apex. This and other structural flaws created a ‘hostile political environment that often heightened crises within the system’ (Baral 1993:41). 

The Panchayat system was not well conceived, nor was it a good vehicle for development. Much that happened politically, socially and economically during its three decades was interfered with by powerful ‘cliques, coteries and competition for power’ (Baral 1993:39). A relative insider and one of the severest critics of Nepal’s royal rule has categorized Nepal’s modern style of governance in Weberian terms a ‘patrimonial system’ focused on the royal palace in Kathmandu (Shaha 1993 and 1982).
 Shaha describes the manner of palace rule as hukumi shashan, ‘peremptory command’ (the same as in Rana times), an authoritarian style that was ‘more patrimonial than feudal’.  The populace, by and large, remained ‘subjects’ beholden to the king and the powerful elites, though many were chafing to become ‘citizens’ under a more truly democratic form of sovereignty.

It is not hard to imagine that the first two decades of the Panchayat era, 1960-1980, were a time of political turmoil and struggle. ‘The regime’s inability to achieve qualitative changes in the economic conditions of the people despite its uninterrupted monopoly of power . . . added to the woes of the people generally’ (Baral 1993:41-42). Despite their being banned, there were several political parties – hiding out, illegal and underground. There were also several student constituencies – active, open and above ground, which reflected and often served as mouthpieces for the banned political parties (Baral 1993:46). 

In Nepal, student groups often act as the catalysts of political change, and student radicalism is unpredictable and volatile (Baral 1993:46 and 47). The student politics of the 1970s had profound effects, both positive and negative, on Panchayat era development initiatives, including the NESP and the NDS programs. The decade of the 1970s was frequently punctuated by student-led rallies, strikes and sometimes massive street demonstrations protesting against what the students and underground politicians saw as government-orchestrated acts of coercion, corruption, repression and undesirable change. 

Meanwhile, King Mahendra, Crown Prince Birendra and others in and around the palace and the government administration tried to fine-tune the Panchayat system of governance and development by various means. While the government’s ‘avowed goal was sweeping social and economic change’ and while ‘it did engineer profound changes in Nepalese society’, all political and social life was guided from a citadel of conservatism, and personal and political freedoms remained severely restricted. 

It was in this paradoxical socio-political atmosphere that the NDS was launched, and surprisingly succeeded ( though it was a success that all too quickly led to its demise. Notwithstanding the glowing accounts of local support for NDS volunteers (above, from Pradhan et al 1978), district and local leaders watched with growing alarm as student volunteers brought social and political awareness into rural schools and communities. Some panchas, other local functionaries and entrenched government bureaucrats perceived this as a threat to their dominance. A few volunteers were quite outspoken in their contempt of certain powerful, corrupt or oppressive individuals, for which they were reprimanded for stepping out of their ostensibly neutral volunteer role.
 Their concerns reflected the general mood of the students nationwide and further fueled public discontent.
 

By the end of the 1970s, social and political life in the capital, Kathmandu, and in other cities and towns around the kingdom was considerably unsettled. Strikes and other confrontational civil actions were being staged almost daily against an overriding incompetence and corruption in government. The Panchayat system was a failure, and the people wanted to return to a multiparty parliamentary democracy. 

On May 23, 1979, a violent confrontation occurred in Kathmandu between a combined force of police and army troops and an estimated 20 to 30 thousand university students. It was the culmination and expression of a deep and growing discontent among the citizenry.
 Early the following morning (May 24), King Birendra, in a bid to quell the unrest, made an historic royal proclamation. He announced that a referendum would be held on the basis of adult franchise, to choose between continuing the partyless Panchayat system with suitable reforms, or the reinstatement of multiparty system of parliamentary democracy (see Shaha 1993:51-52).

The fall of National Development Service

The king’s announcement alarmed many of the panchas and other powerful politicos. While they did not dare to speak out against the king’s will in the matter, nonetheless, their actions had an immediate and chilling effect upon the NDS. Some panchas were convinced (with good cause) that many NDS students would try to persuade rural voters to select the multiparty option in the referendum, and if the multiparty supporters won, it would spell doom to the power and position of the panchas. What they least wanted was what some NDS volunteers were quietly encouraging in the rural areas ( grassroots consultation and ownership of development initiatives, opposing (head-on) a culture of partisanship and ignorance (and by some panchas, outright abhorrence) of democratic principles. And, although they could not stop the referendum, the panchas and others were able to exaggerate the gravity of the situation (the threat to their power) and persuade some of the very conservative decision-makers in Kathmandu to force the university to withdraw all NDS students from the rural areas. It is not certain what King Birendra thought at this point, except that he seems not to have intervened to save the NDS. It was on the basis of a palace directive, in fact, that the NDS Director ordered all participants to return home immediately – for their ‘physical protection’, it was said, more than for anything else.
  In the ‘official’ view, NDS was closed due to funding problems, but few people believed it.

The announcement of a referendum also triggered some positive change in the society. Political freedoms were increased (to a degree). Public expression of candid opinions and sentiments were more widely acclaimed and exchanged, and a dialogue was begun that could not be quelled. The political parties, though still officially banned, began to express their opinions in the open. And, student activism continued unabated. 

It took a full year to organize the referendum, during which time the Panchayat bosses worked hard to sway the vote in their favor, against the multiparty option. The vote was held on May 2, 1980. Sixty-seven percent of the registered electorate turned out. The final tally of votes showed a wafer thin margin to the Panchayat option: c. 2.4 million (or 54.7%) for continuing the Panchayat system with suitable reforms, to c. 2 million (45.2%) for reinstating a multiparty system. 

The reforms, however, did not work. By 1989, the citizenry had seen enough of the Panchayat, reforms and all. The combined leftist and rightist parties, Communist and Nepali Congress, alike, organized a ‘Movement to Restore Democracy’, in an unprecedented show of political unity, a unity never seen before (nor since). It was also supported by wide sections of the population at large (rural and urban, both ethnic and caste, and mostly outside of the intense political party scene) who wanted a new system ( democracy, which on the political side vested sovereignty in the people and on the social side guaranteed and supported civic freedoms. The democracy movement succeeded, and on April 6, 1990, following the deadliest mass demonstrations in Nepali history, the king capitulated to public demands, dissolved the government and took steps to usher in a multiparty democratic system and a new social order. 

Back in the midst of the political turmoil of the 1980s, the NDS as Nepal’s first serious nationwide civic service movement had been abandoned; but not forgotten, for the NDS had had a positive effect on too many lives and communities. Its popularity, and its place in the psyche of both the university community and the rural villages, had never waned, though they remained in abeyance. Now, with the resurgence of democracy and the creation of new political and social space for citizen action, the ‘spirit’ behind the NDS program re-emerged in the form of that hallmark of civil society, the NGO or non-governmental organization (further discussed below). 

It is interesting to note that the short saga of the NDS ( from first doubts, to enthusiastic success, to overnight closure, and its part in student and national politics of the 1970s ( is strangely absent from most socio-political commentaries and analyses of recent Nepali history. Where it is noted at all, the mention is brief, like this post mortem buried in a long essay on the modern NGO movement in Nepal:

‘The [NDS] program was gaining national credibility and international attention but later it got punctured due to the withdrawal of governmental funds for it. Today it is declared closed. The funding difficulty was, as a matter of fact, a lame excuse. In reality, the government feared the student activism which was based on conscien​tising the villagers in making demands for participation in development work’ (Maskay 1998:99-100).


Several other observers, remembering the events of 1979, have stated the matter more bluntly: ‘Closing the NDS,’ they say, ‘was basically a political decision, a political act.’

Perhaps the NDS is like the proverbial glass doll, which it is better to see at a distance, and remember fondly, but not to touch ( for fear of breaking it. Or, perhaps in ignoring it the social and political analysts are hoping that by not deliberating on its promise and its demise and its relationship to concurrent politics, someone in authority might quietly bring it back to life. Perhaps too many people think it was too good to be true, and ignore it now to avoid the discomforting memories and speculations on what ‘could have been’. There is a lot of speculation theses days, a lot of ‘what ifs’ and conjecture, about how society and politics in Nepal might be different/better today had the original NDS continued operating. It is interesting to note, too, that the origins of the current Maoist insurgency in Nepal can be traced to the very districts of the far western hill districts that were targeted for highest attention by the original NDS, and some large development projects.
 

In 1983, under pressure from students and others supporters, and after a three-year hiatus, the NDS Directorate was reopened at Tribhuvan University. This revived NDS was known as a ‘special crash program’. It lasted until 1991, and involved several thousand more Masters level students. But it was a tepid program compared with the original NDS. The new, ‘special’ NDS service amounted to little more than a three months assignment, during only one month of which each student volunteer was expected to live in a rural community (which they, themselves, could select) and prepare a village profile. Thus, except for the requirement of preparing a village profile, almost nothing else remained of the original NDS. Service was still mandatory at the Masters degree level, but it amounted to preparing only a village profile (NDS 1988). Although the need for teaching or other development works was still great in the villages, there was little time or encouragement to do anything about it now. The new program had no monitoring and evaluation mechanism, no supervision, poor planning, little coordination and, in the end, not much to show for itself. The espirit de corps was missing; the original raastriya ko bhaavana (‘NDS spirit’) was gone. To some former NDS officials and volunteers, the 1983-1991 special extension was merely a ‘miniature NDS’, ‘a formality’, ‘nominal’, ‘symbolic’ and nothing more.

In 1988, officials at Tribhuvan University attempted to rejuvenate the NDS, to bring it back more in line with its original intent, capacity and promise. A national workshop was convened at which several prominent individuals gave papers and spoke on behalf of its redesign and reinvigoration (NDS 1988, Pradhan 1988, Shrestha 1988, Gurung 1988). It was suggested that the new NDS be some linked collaboratively with donor agency projects; that it be associated more closely with the (then current) emphasis on ‘basic needs’; that the standards (and utility) of the village profiles be raised; that the scope of service be broadened (beyond teaching), to look more like the original four-corps plan; and, that alternative financial resources be sought to support it (NDS 1988:21-22).
 But, the attempt at rejuvenation failed. Government leaders had other problems on their minds and were uninterested. 

Looking back, a former director has made this terse observation: ‘The king’s people were very sensitive to the program. The courtiers were more conservative than the king.’ Ultimately, politics prevailed, for by the late 1980s the Panchayat system was under its most serious threat to survival so far, and conservative leaders and palace courtiers were on the defensive. Anti-Panchayat sentiments were heating up, only this time they led directly into the successful nationwide pro-democracy movement of 1989-1990. Politically, the timing of an NDS rejuvenation program was all off. 

After the new era of democracy began for Nepal in 1990, this second ‘special’ phase of the NDS died a quiet death (in 1991) in a country obsessed with far more serious issues, crises and opportunities. The political unity that had won democracy quickly dissolved into contending parties. But, with party politics now legal and out in the open, student strikes and demonstrations subsided in the face of new challenges and prospects. For one, the national university was no longer the sole institution of higher education; now, for those who could afford it, several private institutions, colleges and universities were opening up. 

The new democracy, however, suffered one crisis after another and, after the mid-1990s, it was dogged by a growing Maoist insurgency in the rural areas. All of this prevented government leaders from moving forward constructively, aggressively, with programs of rural development and poverty alleviation. But it did not stop well meaning citizens, some of them former NDS volunteers imbued with the spirit of civic service, to take advantage of the new civil freedoms that came with democracy, to begin to form a strong civil society movement.

A new incarnation of NDS: Birth of National Development Volunteer Service (NDVS)

In 1998, amidst the phenomenal growth of Nepal’s civil society institutions, the National Planning Commission (NPC) members decided to revive the discussion of volunteerism and sought authorization to establish a new initiative. In the winter of 1999, the Cabinet agreed to support a new volunteer program, the NDVS or ‘National Development Volunteer Service’. The NDVS was formally launched in April 2000. This time, the democratic political climate was more favorable, more progressive, than in 1979. The objective now was to design a program appropriate to Nepal’s rural poverty alleviation needs outlined in the Ninth Plan 1997-2002. Responsibility for overseeing the establishment of such a program service fell to the National Planning Commission (Figure 2). 

—— Figure 2 ——

The reasons for establishing the NDVS were to:

· provide instant relief to the remote districts suffering a shortage of manpower;
· revive the spirit of volunteerism in Nepal so that youth could be attracted to it;
· encourage youth with appropriate skill and training to go to remote parts of the country so that they can provide services for the duration they are required to; and 
· provide an opportunity to new graduates to obtain field level experiences, including an exposure to living conditions of rural Nepal (Shrestha and Upadhyay 2002).
The long-term visions of the NDVS are to:
· promote and create awareness about volunteerism among all sections of the population; 

· create an atmosphere of co-operation and co-ordination among the VSAs (volunteer sending agencies) working in Nepal, so that the effectiveness of volunteering [will] be enhanced; and

· mobilize Volunteer[s] with a view to support directly or indirectly poverty alleviation efforts as envisaged by the NPC (National Planning Commission).

When the NPC took on the task of reviving a national volunteer service, they had behind them the lessons learned from recent civil society/NGO and CBO experience, as well as of an internationally renowned (in its day) individual volunteer program. The NDS was still a public topic of respectable discussion and reminiscence. In front of them was the seriously poor condition of rural Nepal, and a growing Maoist insurgency rooted in the stigma of poverty, neglect and ignorance. Before them was the prospect of addressing some of the poverty and development needs through a revived form of volunteer civic service. There was also the goal of recruiting and fielding the first new volunteers in time to participate in the worldwide International Year of Volunteers 2001, sponsored by the United Nations Volunteers (UNV). Already, other volunteer organizations were operating successfully in Nepal, including local organizations such as Paropakar Samsthan (since 1948) and Nepal Red Cross (since 1963). Still others were coming up, including the Kathmandu-based Samuhik Abhiyan (meaning ‘Joint Effort’), founded in 1992.
 The international Student Partnership Worldwide (SPW) program, founded in 1985, was of special interest to the leaders of the new NDVS. Unlike most other international volunteer sending agencies (VSAs), such as the American Peace Corps and various other national organizations under Dutch, German, Japanese and Canadian auspices, which post their volunteers independently but in association with government projects and agencies, the SPW’s stated goal is to work directly with a host-national volunteer organization (like the NDVS) to pair its expatriate volunteers with local volunteer-partners.
 

During 1998, a pilot program was inaugurated involving 220 volunteers posted in 25 hill and mountain districts. Since then, the program expanded to include 42 hill, mountain and lowland (terai) districts. By mid-2002, a total of 520 volunteers had been mobilized, most of whom were new graduates with technical skills in agriculture, engineering, solar energy, and water management, along with a smaller number of liberal arts, management and planning graduates. Unlike its predecessor, the new NDVS actively seeks specific technical expertise. A May 2001 volunteer recruitment notice in the Gorkha Patra, the government’s official daily newspaper,  announced the program’s needs in such technical fields as herbal plants, rain water harvesting, planning, micro-finance, accounts training, computer training, engineering (civil, micro-hydro, transport), overseeing (civil, electric, architecture), agriculture, and medicine (doctors, nurses, health assistants). The result of the recruitment drive, and the placement of volunteers by discipline from 1998 to 2002 are shown on Table 1. 

[image: image1.png]
The stated goal of attracting ‘skilled professionals’ such as medical doctors, has not yet been achieved, mainly for reasons of poor security in the rural areas and inadequate salaries. NDVS volunteers receive only a maintenance allowance for living in the villages, and are not expected to make professional salaries. The emphasis on technical expertise marks one of the basic differences between the new NDVS and the old NDS, which was more of a rural teacher corps. The need for teachers no longer as acute in the rural areas as it was three decades ago.  These and other differences are compared on Figure 3. 

—— Figure 3 ——

Another of the outstanding differences between the NDS and NDVS is a strict prohibition against political activism. From the perspective of the state, the lessons learned from the NDS is that overt involvement of a participant in political activities, even the expression of a political opinion, is counter productive to the neutrality that volunteers ‘must’ maintain. The fear that volunteers might influence local residents enough to sway the 1980 referendum against continuation of the Panchayat system of government, was enough to have the entire program summarily closed down. To avoid similar reactions and to assure a spirit of political neutrality, the official Letter of Appointment that every volunteer receives upon joining includes a code of conduct. It reads, in part:

· You should work demonstrating the high spirit of a volunteer, without expressing any political biases.
· If you are observed or found to be involved in any political activities/or disputes in your assigned working area, or if this office receives a report from your host organization regarding unsatisfactory activities, the NDVS can dismiss you from this contract immediately after conducting an investigation.

While efforts to revive national volunteer service programs are laudable, it is also evident that in the current political climate, any renewed national service will come with severe restrictions on the democratic freedoms and rights of participating volunteers.  Does NDVS, with restrictions on political freedoms of participants, really represent the spirit of a national volunteer program in the service of people?

Discussion and Conclusion

The experience of NDS in Nepal highlights the political dimensions of national service programs.  Perhaps, ironically, it is necessary to distinguish between national service programs that are free and democratic versus those that come with severe restrictions on the activities of the volunteer participants.  Much like the way civic service programs are distinguished from military service, it may be necessary to distinguish civic service programs that are shaped through democratic governance with full participation of a free and vibrant civil society from those programs fashioned by reluctant states oblivious to the true spirit of volunteerism and civic service.  

It is evident that service programs can be a source widespread societal change and a vehicle for expressing discontent with the status quo.  In Nepal, the expectations and aspirations of volunteers to address social and economic disparities soared directly as a result of their participation in NDS.  Moreover, student volunteers were able instigate a more active participation by ordinary citizens – those economically and socially impoverished – in the affairs of their respective communities.  A direct challenge to local elite – a singular source of state power – and indirectly the state quickly diminished the prospects of a national service that was giving voice to an independent civil society.  Envisioning civic service in societies where democratic governance is widespread might be far easier than in countries where civil society is not vibrant, and a liberal democracy is not consolidated.  In the long run, successful national volunteer service programs focused on social and economic development must capture the imagination of civil society – the ordinary citizens.  Widespread support of national service programs, however, can only be sustained if citizens have a voice in public policy, and civil society is vibrant and resilient to resist attempts by governments to undermine volunteer programs once they become strong and independent of the state.  Open societies with democracies are, perhaps, less likely to resist widespread support for civic service programs.  Democratization is important in ensuring that any broad citizen support for civic service programs is reflected in public policy and eventually in government support for promoting national service in various forms.  

The link between national service programs and democratic governance in countries requires serious and further attention.  It is essential to examine the political and social context in which service programs thrive, especially if national volunteer service programs are to evolve and sustain in Central and South Asian countries that are nascent and emerging democracies.  Clotfelter is astute in observing that, “however politically neutral in their conception, these service programs tend to stir up waves in the pool of politics, especially when they are funded directly by the government… Much more prominent on the political radar screen, though, are the actions of those recruits’ (2000: 10).   

The case study of NDS and related issues in our paper instigate a few broad research areas that require serious attention and potentially have implications for conceptualizing service globally.  The obvious research areas related to service in Nepal and other countries in South Asia are the following:

· What is the impact of service programs on

· The communities in which volunteers have been deployed?

· The long-term career paths of volunteers engaged in service?

· Do national volunteer service programs in South Asia attract youth from across the socio-economic spectrum?

· What is the life cycle of national volunteer service programs?  Do they continue to be effective or over time do they become institutionalized and bureaucratic (there is some evidence of this in India)?

Our paper also raises some larger issues that require serious attention.  These questions have to do with anticipating the viability of initiating and maintaining a truly volunteer national service program: 

· How is service interpreted under different political regimes?

· What are the larger societal attitudes toward service and how do they shape social, cultural, and political support for service programs?

· Are service programs more likely to sustain in countries with greater freedoms? Or is there a strong relationship between sustainability of national service programs and level of human development in a country (human development being a proxy for freedoms, level of democratic governance, and rights accorded to women and the relative independence of civil society)?

If democratic governance is critical for promoting national service programs, then is it really possible to engage volunteers in meaningful civic service in countries of Central and South Asia that either are de facto military regimes, or where the rights and freedoms of civil society are severely curtailed?  
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Figure 1. The Short History of Nepal’s National Development Service (NDS), 1972-1979*
	National  Education System Plan (NESP) launched with study-service  component
	NDS Directorate established   at Tribhuvan  University
	NDS         pilot program tested
	NDS     formally launched
	NDS operated successfully in 71 of the country’s 75 districts until discontinued in 1979 ahead of the 1980 national referendum

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1971
	1972
	1973-74
	1974-75
	1975-76
	1976-77
	1977-78
	1978-79

	Annual Expenditures (NRs):b
	?  
	1,700,182
	3,124,444
	2,734,523
	3,846,386
	6,090,563

	
	< Total NDS expenditure 1974-79: NRs 17,406,099 >

(c. $800,000 at the time)

	Number of Districts:c
	3
	27
	35
	33
	71
	72

	Number of Participants:d
	22
	212
	416
	356
	1,205e
	735

	
	all male
	f

54
	m

158
	f

89
	m

328
	f

87
	m

269
	f

232
	m

953
	f

135
	m

602

	< Total students completing NDS service 1973-79: 2,927 >

 approx. 20% female, 80% male participant 

	National Development Service:

	Inspiration
· Similar to  study-service schemes oper​ating at  the time in  Ethiopia and some other countries.
· Inspired, encour​aged and support​ed by Birendra as Crown Prince and King. 
	Objectivesf
· Make education broader in out​look, more practi​cal, attuned to national devel​op​ment needs; 

· Encour​age students to assist in rural develop​ment activities; 

· Give students opportu​nity to inter​act with the rural populations; 

· Give students practi​cal devel​opment experience.
	Requirements

· 2 months orien​ta​tion and training.

· 10-months assign​ment to rural districts.

· Prepare village profile, teach​ing, special projects, final report.
	Original 4-Corps Design

· Education Service Corps 

· Health Service Corps

· Agriculture Service Corps

· Construction Corps

The Education Service Corps was the main program fielded under the NDS, 1974-1979. 

 Postings

· To village schools. 

· In 71 (out of 75) districts in 4 development regions: Far West, West, Central, and Eastern.

	Funding

· HMG/N (with some material and logistical help from UN agencies).

· Under NESP, through Tribhuvan University.
	

	  ————————————



  Notes:

a 
Pradhan et al 1978; Vaidya 1982, 2002; Shrestha and Upadhyay 2002.

b
NDS 1988m Annex IV (budget for the 1973 pilot phase unavailable).

c
NDS 1988, Annex VI (some records show only 72 districts). 

d
This figure represents all who completed NDS service, including 22 during the pilot phase (NDS 1988, Annex I). The number of participants varies slightly between documents, probably the difference between enrolled and completed participants. The dropout rate was minimal.

e
This figure represents two batches of NDS participants, summer and winter 1977-78.

f
Objectives abbreviated here. 


Figure 2. 
The Short History of Nepal’s New National Development Volunteer Service (NDVS), 1998+a
	National Planning Commission (NPC) begins new ‘National Development Volunteer Service’ independent of the university system
	Pilot             project tested
	No volunteers mobilized           this year
	NDVS  formally launched
	NDVS fully operational

	
	
	
	
	(Activities constrained                    by the national                          emergency situation) b

	
	1998-99
	1999-00
	2000-01
	2001-2002
	2002+

	Budget Allocations:
	20 million
	
	10 million
	10 million
	

	Number of Districts:
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of Participants:
	220
	
	183c
	117c
	

	
	f


	m


	
	f


	m


	f


	m


	f


	m



	< Total students enrolled as NDVS participants 1998-2002: 520 >

Approximately __% female, __% male participant

	

	National Development Volunteer Service:d

	Objectives

· assess manpower needs of remote districts through DDCs;

· encourage young volunteers with appropriate education and skill, and self-less motive, to go to remote districts to serve the under-privileged; 

· persuade experienced and retired sr. pro​fes​sionals to volunteer to rural areas; 

· inform/encourage skilled Nepali professionals abroad, and foreign citizens in Nepal, about potential volunteer work; act as facilitator in this endeavor; 

· promote sense of volunteerism among general public in cooperation with local and international VSAs;

· inform/acquaint local government officials and citizens of NDVS activities;

· mobilize financial resources from other sources (apart from HMG contributions); and
· initiate inter-country volunteer exchange to share skill, technology, and experiences. 

Funding
· HMG (no outside assistance)

· Under NPC.
	Rationale
· provide instant relief to remote districts re: manpower shortage;

· revive spirit of volunteerism in Nepal, to attract youths;

· encourage youths with appro​priate skill/training to serve in remote areas; 

· provide field opportunity to fresh graduates.

Vision
· promote/create awareness about volunteerism among the population re: how spirit of volunteering helps bridge socio-economic disparities, promoting atmosphere of harmony in society; 

· create atmosphere of coop​eration/coordination among the VSAs working in Nepal, to enhance volunteering effec​tiveness; 

· mobilize volunteers to support poverty alleviation. 
	Recruitment

· Intermediate and Bachelor graduates, and senior pro​fessionals, with technical skills (e.g., agriculture, solar energy, water harvesting, forestry, planning, computer, accounting, health services, literacy, teaching, etc.)
Postings

· To District Development Committees (DDCs). 
· In 42 (out of 75) districts with special attention to most remote/poorest mountain, hill and lowland terai communi​ties.

	  ————————————



  Notes:

a 
Data obtained from the NDVS Secretariat, 2002, and Shrestha and Upadhyaya 2002.

b
2001-02 budgets reduced 25% by government, due to national emergency situation.

c
These are annual totals; participants were fielded in three separate batches each year.

d 
 Objectives, Rationale and Vision abbreviated here.


Figure 3. NDS and NDVS Compared

	National Development Service                                                     (NDS) 

Raastriya Bikaas Sewa 
	National Development Volunteer Service (NDVS)                             

Raastriya Bikas Swayamsewa

	Phase 1

1974-1979
	Phase 2 1983-1991
	Entirely new initiative

2000+

	( Volunteer Recruitment & Placement

	Mandatory service; integral part of advanced (Masters) degree program at Nepal’s national institution of post-graduate training, Tribhuvan University in Kathmandu.
	(same
	Strictly voluntary; drawn from among ‘fresh graduates’: BSc/BA (mainly technical specialties) and Intermediate or SLC+ 15 months training (for health workers)

	Mostly students drawn from humanities and social science, commerce, science and arts (there were no technical post-graduate degree programs at the time). 
	(same source of students, assign​ed only prepare village profile. No teaching or development work. 
	Recruiting Intermediate and Bachelor level graduates, in technical and health services (technical services needed more than teachers) The few teachers posted so far teach at the 10+2 level, where a shortage of teachers remains in rural areas.

	Supply driven, based on lack of trained teachers in rural schools under the New Education System Plan of 1971. Most participants posted to rural schools as teachers.
	?
	Demand driven, as per DDC/VDC needs. Today’s lack of ‘manpower’ is in health and agriculture, not education. 

(MDs are esp. wanted in rural areas, but their recruitment so far unsuccessful; senior professional recruitment also ineffective.)

	( Program Administration and Supervision

	Run as a Tribhuvan University program, as part of the National Education System Plan of 1971 (NESP)
	(same (but the NESP had virtually collapsed by this time)
	Run under auspices of National Planning Commission (program autonomy forthcoming)

	10 month field assignments (following orientation and training)
	One month field assignment; brief orientation, no training
	?

	Volunteers periodically supervised in the field by Directorate staff
	No supervision and poor coordination
	?

	( Program Funding

	Operational expenses from Nepal government funds
	(same
	(same

	Incidental support and special supplies contributed by UNICEF and UNESCO; e.g., special clothing, emergency kits, several vehicles for staff , cost of printing training manuals.
	?
	?

	( Participant Support 

	NDS volunteers received Rs. 300 at first, eventu​ally raised to Rs. 400. Sufficient to cover local expenses. Intent not to live at a standard over that of other villagers. 
	(same?
	NDVS volunteers receive Rs. 4,000 to 7,000 depending upon level of educational degree attained (i.e., level of training). Health workers paid least, engineers most. Sufficient to cover local expenses. 

	Some field equipment (‘incentives’) also provided; e.g., winter jackets, 1st aid kits, etc.
	No extra allow​ances or incen​tives
	?


Figure 3, continued
	NDS Phase 1: 1974-79
	Phase 2: 1983-91
	NDVS: 2000+

	( Participant Training 

	Initial orientation and training of nearly two months, prior to field postings.
	?
	?

	Blind lottery system used to assure impartial assignment of field sites.
	?
	?

	( Program Impact and Perceptions of Significance 

	NDS volunteers perceived locally to have been ‘sent by god’ – because need was so great and government services so limited in rural areas
	Ambivalent local reaction due to student’s short period and insig​nifi​cant activities and impacts. 
	No longer the same rural euphoria, though NDVS volunteers are still highly regarded and very welcome in rural areas; esp. in the more remote areas where development is least effective (i.e., least desirable to civil servants)

	Students highly enthused to ‘volunteer’. Volunteer motivation high given linkage of service to Masters degree requirements. Incentive to excel very high. 
	Morale and motivation so-so; not very high. Time period too short, impact of volunteer presence too weak. 
	No such direct connection to professional aspira​tions… No connection to degree program require​ments. Civic service now requires a ‘genuine volunteering spirit’ with high dedication and moti​vation (though this is perceived to be missing in many participants). 

	No NGO presence. NDS volunteers filled an avail​able gap. 
	(same, but time in field too short to fill the gap. 
	High NGO rural presence now. NDVS volunteers now fill very specialized gaps (technical, agricul​tural, health, etc.).

	Some became activists, thus threatening corrupt panchas who put pressure on conservative decision makers in Kathmandu to close the program ahead of the 1980 referendum. (Students politics very prominent during the 1970s.)
	No political activism of any consequence; time in field too short.
	No political activism allowed, on pain of immedi​ate dismissal. Maoist insurgents tolerate them with (so far) no hassling. 

NDVS quietly considered for its potential ‘recon​struction’ role following the anticipated end of the Maoist insurgency





Table 1. NDVS Volunteer Placement by Discipline, 


	1998-2002


Agriculture and herbal plant development. . . . . . . .	10%


District planning. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .	16%


Education and social mobilization. . . . . . . . . . . . . .	18%


Physical infrastructure development . . . . . . . . . . . .	22%


Health services and Dalit* social development . . . .	34%


	(Source: Shrestha and Upadhyay 2002)


______________


* Dalit refers to the occupational castes.	
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� 


� 	At the root of the notion of volunteerism in Nepal are the strong cultural-historical concepts of both ‘service’ (Nepali: sewa, Sanskrit: seva; see Menon, Moore and Sherraden 2002) and ‘duty’ (dharma), constituted to promote a dharma-based ‘good society’ where the weak and the powerless are served  by those occupying a better position in life (Dahal et al 2002:34-35). In fact, there is a very thin line between the meaning of ‘service’ that is freely given and ‘duty’ that is expected to be given, for engaging in some voluntary ‘service’ (seva) to society is easily interpreted as simply the socially expected performance of one’s moral ‘duty’ (dharma). 


� 	Maskay, who disavows any such association of modern civic service and civil society movements with past service traditions (as noted above), hedges slightly in an earlier publication by admitting that ‘Evidence exists here and there that NGOs existed in Nepal in the remote past, long before the written history of Nepal…’ (1998:68). 


� 	A traditional voluntary person-to-person relationship called miteri, a form of fictive kinship, is also known in Nepal (mit launu, ‘to take mit’, two boys or men, and mitini launu, between two girls or women). See Messerschmidt 1982. 


� 	Strictly speaking, the NDS was not the first government-sponsored education-based national development program. A few years earlier, in 1964-65, a small program called Nepal Darshan (‘Seeing Nepal’) was launched by the Ministry of Education through the nation’s colleges ‘with a view to expose college students to the rural life of Nepal. . .’ Under this program, ‘students would go to a village in groups of ten to twenty and do a survey of village needs, staying there for about a month so as to be acquainted with village life’. While this rural exposure allowed students to see ‘the intensity of rural problems’, it went no further, for they were not involved in implementing development solutions (Pradhan et al 1978:27-28). A similar but weaker and less systematic program continues to this day, whereby national university students are encouraged to go to the villages for short periods of time to learn about rural life; but, it is not a full-fledged volunteer civic service program per se.


� 	Prof. T.N. Uprety, the first Vice Chancellor of Tribhuvan University, however, claims credit for initially inspiring the Crown Prince’s support of a national volunteer service. 


� 	Prior to the new National Education System Plan of 1971, Nepal’s educational system was modeled after that of India and the so-called ‘Macaulay system’ that was designed to produce ‘cheap clerks’ for the daily administration of the British Raj (Vaidya 1992:124). For details about the poor state of education and literacy in Nepal prior to 1971, see Hoftun et al 1999.


� 	The NDS impact assessment of 1978 was the first and only evaluative study of the program in its short lifespan. Its 348 pages provide a wealth of data and insight about the founding, development, and implementation of the NDS, with perspectives from all levels of participation – host community residents, rural school teachers, local leaders, student participants, field supervisors, university professors, program directors, administrators, and others (Pradhan et al 1978).


� 	Many of the first batch chose their own field sites, some opting to go to their ancestral villages, or to areas close to or within the Kathmandu valley. From 1975 onwards, however, postings were determined through a blind lottery and most assignments were to the remote western districts of the country. In that way, all assignments were considered impartial; thus, avoiding the pitfalls of relying on the Nepali custom of using an aphnu manché (personal connections) to influence site selection. 


� 	Other international agencies involved were the Canadian International Development Research Center (IDRC) and the UN’s International Secretariat for Volunteer Service.


� 	Shrestha 1988 provides a detailed description and discussion of the ‘village profile’ requirement. 


� 	NDS program documents are all housed in the Nepali Collection of the Tribhuvan University main library, Kirtipur campus, Kathmandu.


� 	We heard no negative assessments of the NDS program in the course of our extensive research on its inception, implementation and impact. Some slight criticism of the NDS program’s inability to trigger improvements at the level of university education, however, is mooted in a brief analytical study of NDS village profiles (G.M. Shrestha 1988). 


� 	The ‘authorities’ are identified only as ‘authorities related to NDS Program’; see ‘Total Sampling’ statistics, under Appendix-I, in Pradhan et al 1978:275. 


� 	Some volunteers stayed in their villages for up to three years. The researchers found, not surprisingly, that they were far more effective than the one-year participants (Pradhan et al 1978:272).


� 	Baral makes the same point (1993:62-63). He notes. further, that Shaha’s notion of Nepal as a patrimonial state is based upon the sociologist Max Weber’s theories of social and economic organization (see ‘Monarchy in Nepal’, Ch.1 in Shaha 1993, with further reference to Weber 1947 and Bendix 1962). 


� 	In a retrospective analysis of the NDS, it has been noted that the student participants were deliberately assigned to village schools, and that ‘One of the strategies of the NDS program was to make it free from politics and local rivalry. . . As far as possible, NDS students are not made subject to the local politics. . . One of the objectives of the National Education System Plan was to keep the educational institutions free from political pressure’ (Pradhan 1988:4). Clearly, in the overheated political environment of Nepal in the 1970s, political neutrality by students in far off rural villages was very difficult to monitor or achieve. 


� 	There is an account of one volunteer who was jailed by a rural functionary for his outspoken character. The NDS director brought the matter to the attention of the king who ordered the young man’s immediate release. The local functionary then saw personally to his release, even garlanding the lad and feeding him a nice meal before sending him off to Kathmandu where he was further complemented by the king on his good works in the village.


� 	The immediate precipitating cause was a combination of circumstances including student objections to the hanging of two prominent political personages accused of trying to assassinate the king, and to the execution of Mohammad Ali Bhutto, the former leader of Pakistan. (See Baral 1993; Hoftun et al 1999; and Shaha 1990a,b and 1993. 


� 	It is uncertain (and no informants would speculate) what King Birendra was thinking about the NDS at this time. Perhaps he was too distracted by the larger political turmoil of the day, the serious threat arising against the Panchayat system as a whole and the near total collapse by now of the National Education System Plan of 1971, to fuss over the fate of the NDS. 


� 	The suggestion, noted above (in Maskay 1998:99-100; and see NDS 1988:22), that the NDS was closed in 1979 for financial reasons has little credibility. The NDS budget in the last years of 1977-78 and 1978-79 was high and increasing annually. There is only one credible answer to the question Pradhan raises peripherally in 1988: ‘why was [the NDS] program withdrawn so hurriedly?’ (Pradhan 1988:15). The answer is clearly that politics played the most critical role in the demise of the NDS.


� 	These are also some of the same districts targeted by two of the largest rural development projects Nepal has ever experienced, the international donor-funded ‘Karnali-Bheri Integrated Hill Development Project’ and ‘Rapti (Zone) Integrated Development Project’. One can speculate how development project such as these, and also the activities of the NDS volunteers, impacted rural life; how they raised local expectations high enough that when they were poorly met (e.g., when villagers perceived that project monies were going to well-paid staff and local contractors instead of to the poor communities), local disappointment fed right into the hands of the first insurgents. People ask now: ‘What if’ the NDS had remained in place in the Maoist-infected districts, like Rolpa, Rukum, Kalikot, Salyan and others?


� 	See Pradhan 1988, Shrestha 1988 and Gurung 1988 on further suggestions for change and improvement of the NDS program. 


� 	The motto of Nepal’s privately organized Samuhik Abhiyan (SA) is ‘Joint Effort for Responsible Civil Society’ (www.samuhikabhiyan.org). The SA has several programs, including an Institutional Development Support Program, an Educational Development Support Program, an Advocacy Program (emphasizing local capacity building in local government, and social mobilization) and a National Volunteer Program (NVP). The NVP was founded in 1997 in response to the Ninth Plan’s emphasis on poverty alleviation and the call for national volunteerism. Although the program is relatively new and small, volunteers have already been working in five western hill and lowland districts local communities and community-based organizations (CBOs) on programs of poverty alleviation. 


� 	The private international Student Partnership Worldwide (SPW) program is headquartered in England (www.spw.org). It operates in Nepal and India, and in several countries of East and South Africa. Its emphasis is on local school-based education and community-based environment and health programs.


� 	It is reported that in districts heavily influenced by the Maoist insurgency, these two points in the code of conduct are sufficient to have encouraged Maoist leaders to allow the NDVS volunteer to carry on unhindered with their work. 
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