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Abstract: 

There is ample debate around the conceptualizations of rural development as well as its implementation and impacts. 

Contemporary understandings underline the importance of social movements in social change, which has become a 

fundamental part of development. The Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA) is such a social movement from 

Dolakha district in Nepal that originated within a Swiss-funded development project in the 1970s. The organization 

was a prime actor in social change and influenced the development of the villages in their district. There is a lack of 

applied research focusing on the history, evolution and context of social movements. 

The junction between social movement studies and organizational theory originated the theory of ‘strategic action 

fields’ that is used to analyze and understand the dynamics that underlie the emergence, stabilization and contestation 

of movements and organizations. The findings that are to inform this framework were collected during a field visit to 

Dolakha district through six informal gatekeeper-selected interviews and the analysis of documents provided by the 

organization itself. All this data was analyzed through content analysis and complemented by an extensive literature 

review on rural development, rural advisory services and Nepal’s political history to better understand the wider context 

within which the actions retold by members or related individuals took place. 

The RDTA originated as a novel approach to delivery of rural development services to village communities aiming to 

increase their self-reliance and agency in development. The ‘Tuki’ were selected members of village communities that 

received training and were then to share the newly acquired expertise with their peers like an expert-farmer or farmer-

to-farmer extension system would. At first the villages struggled to accept the new authority and governance at the time 

made it impossible for the Tuki to formally organize. There was considerable conflict between Panchayat officials and 

Tuki members. Towards the end of the Panchayat the Tuki became respected members of village communities and 

started to increase their influence on local politics as well as widen their network within the district. This enabled the 

organization to claim and maintain a dominant position within rural development in Dolakha from its official 

registration in 1991 until the end of the direct financial support from the Swiss Agency of Development and Cooperation 

(SDC) in 2004. The support from Switzerland had significantly influenced the Tuki’s focus, ideals and organizational 

structure and the work done by SDC was a progressive reflection of the rural development discourse that was 

predominant at the time. The organization was able to stabilize after its funding crisis around 2004 but was never able 

to return to previous stability and activity. The ability to identify community needs, create collective identities and 

mobilize individuals to engage in action frames that aim for the common good where the main forms of social skill that 

enabled the RDTA to reach the network and impact it did and maintain its activity throughout different political 

scenarios that threatened the organizations ability to continue its action. The RDTA is facing challenges of identity, 

funding and staff-turnover and will need to reengage in debates around its focus and organizational structure if it is to 

continue its legacy in Dolakha. 

Social movements and civil society actors played a crucial role in the development of Nepal’s rural areas and its 

evolution towards a democratic, egalitarian and inclusive society. More research is needed to better understand the 

impact the RDTA has had on village life and how national and international discourses on rural development have 

informed and influenced their activities and frameworks. The theory of ‘strategic action fields’ provided an excellent 

framework that was crucial at analyzing the dynamics that govern the emergence, stabilization and contestation of 

strategic action and its broader environment. 
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Summary: 

There is a seemingly infinite depth of interactions within and effects of projects in international development aid. The 

way in which we define, perceive and implement development has a radical influence on the experience of recipients 

and the consequences of technological or social change. This is even more the case in rural areas that lack resources 

and expertise to drive development independently and are often neglected in national policies. One development project 

that was being implemented during the 1970’s in the hilly areas of Nepal acknowledged the difficulties involved with 

the delivery of development in an environment with very dispersed communities and imagined a new way of bringing 

development into the villages. Respected lead farmers from different villages were selected and then trained on a variety 

of topics such as agriculture, nutrition and sanitation. They went back into the villages and advised their peers using the 

newly acquired expertise. These farmers were called the ‘Tuki’. A Tuki is a traditional kerosene lamp that is used in 

rural Nepal to illuminate small rooms. Like a lamp bringing light into a dark room, the Tuki were imagined bringing 

the light of development into the darkness of the villages in Dolakha. 

Under the king’s rule it was difficult to organize collective action as meetings with more than two or three individuals 

were considered activities against the monarchy and were forbidden. As the Tuki were part of a project that was being 

implemented by the governments of Switzerland and Nepal they were able to convince the local officials that what they 

were engaging in was ‘development’ and not ‘politics’. The formal structuring of the Tuki as one organization was not 

possible at the time. With Nepal’s democratization in 1990 they were able to move forward with their endeavour and 

registered the Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA) in 1991. The struggle of being associated with political 

activities continued and worsened during the Maoist insurgency. Luckily the RDTA had built up a extremely dense and 

effective network throughout the villages that supported them against the Maoists and enabled them to continue their 

work throughout the conflict. The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation had continued to support them 

financially but was unable to so after 2004 which led to a substantial funding crisis for RDTA and led to them partnering 

with new organizations that were mostly engaged with child rights, education and reconstruction. This meant expanding 

their working field beyond their original range of expertise. This started causing conflicts within the organization where 

individual Tuki felt unable to cope with the vast array of subjects that were deemed their responsibility and they were 

expected to cover free of charge. This worsened with the earthquake that hit Nepal in 2015. Although more donors 

engaged in the district the funding focused even more on humanitarian aid, emergency response and reconstruction, 

reducing the Tuki’s ability to engage in their original ideas and implement their own projects and campaigns. 

The organization is struggling to maintain its collective identity and will have to reconsider its financial situation if it 

is to continue its activities. A separation into different branches focusing on different expertise, or into two sections that 

handle the work that corresponds to the activities of an NGO and an Association individually. The original Tuki are 

becoming old and are unable to find successors which is why they need to go back to where they started and understand 

the needs of the young generation and engage them to carry the light of development further into the future. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Rural Development is a strategy within development that focusses on marginalized groups that 

depend on rural economies and communities for their livelihood and encompasses economic, social, 

political and cultural change. The improvement of the quality of life of rural people is central to the 

term, but what exactly is to be improved or how this improvement is to be achieved are highly debated 

(Acharya 2008; Murdoch 2000). The understanding of rural development has evolved significantly 

within the last 50 years. We have moved from linear models of progress to more inclusive and 

participatory approaches, from a purely economic and political perspective to the analysis of social 

processes, structural frameworks and social action. Throughout this increasing importance of context 

and social theory, agriculture has remained central to the debate (Pain and Hansen 2019). The 

intersection of organizational theory and social movement studies has been developing theories and 

concepts such as ‘social action fields’ that provide a framework that can help to understand fields of 

contestation around actors within rural development (Fligstein and McAdam 2011). Agricultural 

extension or rural advisory services as one of the implementations of rural development have received 

increasing interest. Extensive research is being done on the different ways of organizing, delivering and 

financing these services (Davis et al. 2018).  

Communities which experience contention and even explicit struggles, such as the population of 

rural Nepal, often organize themselves as social movements that enable people to voice their claims. 

These organizations can be important actors in local or even national development (Sapkota 2014; 

Sharma et al 2014). The Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA), a Nepalese non-governmental 

organization (NGO) and association providing rural advisory services and implementing projects from 

national and international donors, originated within such a struggle and has been practicing rural 

development since its foundation in 1991.  

Nepal can be considered one of the least developed countries in the world. Agriculture accounts 

for over 30% of Nepal’s GDP and is the primary provider of livelihood for nearly 80% of the population 

but is often insufficient to cover basic needs (Bhatta et al. 2015; Chalise et al. 2015; Karki and Gurung 

2012). Agriculture is vulnerable to the increasing effects of climate change due to complex topography, 

availability of arable land, limited capacity of institutions as well as persisting poverty and lack of 

income opportunities (Bhuju et al. 2012; Chalise et al. 2015). The rural areas in Nepal show low 

development indicators and decreases in poverty are mainly felt in urban areas of the country (Acharya 

2008). It is crucial for local and national food security that the productivity and viability of these rural 

production systems is ensured and maintained (Karki and Gurung 2012). In addition to environmental 

changes the country has seen intensive and even violent disputes regarding its politics and governance. 

Pinning the current situation onto a single factor is impossible as it is the result of a multitude of social, 

economic and environmental factors (Whelpton 2004).  

The Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA) was established in Dolakha district in 1991 

with the support of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). This organization has 

been focusing on a variety of issues within rural development and has been collaborating with local, 

national and international actors since its beginnings. International Development Aid, specifically from 

Switzerland, has had a significant impact on the development of Dolakha district. Local actors and 

organizations play an important role regarding the implementation and effectiveness of development aid 

(Pain and Hansen 2019; SDC 2009). It is thus relevant to understand the functioning and interactions of 

such action and how they are embedded in their specific context. 

The understanding of rural development has evolved significantly throughout the last 50 years. 

In the 1970’s integrated development projects that included health, education and infrastructure in their 

curriculum were being heavily advocated until the neoliberal narrative overtook debates in the 80’s. The 

market gained increased importance as well as participatory approaches and NGO’s. With the start of 

the new millennium the role of agriculture as key to development was being questioned and the rural as 

main location of poverty had been neglected. Empowerment of local communities as a narrative gained 

traction. The newest understandings of rural development are centred around inclusive transformation 

with agriculture being central to the process but dependent on specific policies (Pain and Hansen 2019). 

There is extensive literature on ethnography, its importance and the debates surrounding its 

application, relevance and significance. Ethnography is an important tool to study groups of people, 
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understand their wider context, interpret their actions, their meaning and institutional settings. It enables 

a verbal description that can lead to the formulation of explanations or theories (Hammersley and 

Atkinson 2007). 

The intersection of social movement studies and organizational theory has produced a theory of 

strategic action fields (SAF) that enables to study the dynamics of social movements or organizations 

and their environment. This theory builds on the concept of “fields” that was developed early in the new 

millennium and embraces the complexity of change and stability within a society or community 

(Fligstein and McAdam 2011). The Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services has released a 

comprehensive paper that looks at different systems of organization and provision of advisory services, 

their effectiveness and challenges that can arise with each approach (Davis et al. 2018). This provides 

an agricultural perspective on activities and services provided by the RDTA. 

There are relatively few studies of the history and evolution of social movements in academia, 

but such an understanding is crucial for debating sustainable rural development (Sapkota 2014; Tilly 

2008). Research on institutional, political and discursive contexts that lead to the emergence of social 

innovation is rare but needed to better understand the factors that influence its development and success 

(Neumeier 2016). The importance of interdisciplinary approaches in the context of sustainable 

development cannot be overstated. There is work being done on the intersections of different disciplines, 

but there is a lack of applied case studies that utilize a variety of perspectives to analyse the realities of 

everyday people. 

This thesis aims to combine perspectives from ethnography, social movement studies and 

agricultural sciences to understand the context in which the RDTA originated, evolved and persisted by 

answering the following research questions: 

 

• How did the RDTA's SAF emerge within the SAF of rural development in Dolakha and 

how did its position within that SAF and the village communities evolve? 

• How did changing governance structures affect the RDTA throughout the years? 

• How did discourses of international development aid and rural development impact the 

actions and organizational structure of the RDTA? 

• What resources and forms of social skill were most crucial to withstand the episodes of 

contention within the organization, related fields and the broader environment? 

• What challenges is the RDTA facing currently and how can they be addressed to enable 

it to continue its activities? 
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2. Background 
 

The following paragraphs will present background information that is relevant to understand the 

context of the thesis and that will be used to discuss the findings. 

 

 

2.1. Rural Development 
 

Development is a highly debated and contested concept and can be roughly split into the three 

different aspects vision, historical process and deliberate efforts. The vision describes the collective idea 

of a desirable society, the history describes the social change that transforms society over time and the 

efforts describe the activities of agencies to improve the current situation (Thomas 2000). 

‘Development’ has become a commonly used term and has been integrated into everyday lingo. 

Sometimes very different or even contradicting issues and aspects are understood by development which 

leads to intensive debates as development is not only a vague, abstract concept used by academia, but 

something that affects the lives of common people in subtle or drastic ways. We all seemingly agree 

with the ideas of help, poverty alleviation and empowerment, but when it comes to the implementation 

of development it is highly contested (Sharma et al. 2014). There is a wide gap between what those that 

develop and those that supposedly get developed understand as development. Individuals and 

organizations engaging in development always follow a certain discourse for their implementation 

which makes it impossible for them to stay politically neutral (Stone 1989; Westendorp 2012). It is 

important to understand development as more than just an economic indicator. There are distinct social, 

cultural and political implications that come with our current understanding of development (Acharya 

2008). 

The term “rural” might be just as debated as “development” with extremes defining it as anything 

not urban. Rural development aims to positively impact the quality of life of people living in rural areas 

and puts additional emphasis on the poor within that area (Khatri 2019). Pain and Hansen (2019) define 

rural development as the improvement of opportunities and well-being of rural people including social 

and environmental objectives. They furthermore identify 4 key publications that have shaped our 

understanding of rural development in the last 50 years: 

 

• World Bank - Rural Development Sector Policy Paper (1975): 

o Improvement of living standard of rural poor 

o Integrated rural development projects that emphasize education, health, 

infrastructure and community development 

• Robert Chamber – Rural Development: Putting the Last First (1983): 

o Critique of academia and practitioners, more participatory approaches 

o More market-oriented interventions and retreat of state 

o Focus on food security and gender 

o The bias of development 

• Ashley and Maxwell – (2001) 

o Neglect of rural in international development 

o Questioning of agriculture as sole driver of growth 

o Empowerment and inclusive growth, sustainable livelihoods 

• International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) – Rural Development Report (2016) 

o Inclusive transformation 

o Agriculture central, but specific policies needed 

 

This resembles the evolution presented by Ellis and Biggs (2001). They highlight that 

understanding this evolution as a linear, collective process is an oversimplification. The understanding 

of rural development evolved very unevenly throughout different academic disciplines, nations and 

international agencies. Important shifts of narratives that have led to our current understanding of rural 
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development are the focus on small-scale agriculture starting in the 60’s, the shift to participatory, 

bottom-up, grassroots approaches after the 80’s and the emergence of the sustainable livelihoods 

framework after the 90’s (ibid.). There has been a similar shift in the understanding of expertise. 

Knowledge used to be distributed hierarchically from top to bottom and generated externally by science. 

The outcomes of research were translated into a technological treadmill that was disseminated by 

extension services. The application of concepts and models was not deemed pure science and received 

little attention from academia. The progress initiated in this way was a purely external process that saw 

industrialization and innovation as the solution to every location disregarding their specific environment. 

Critics of this approach highlighted the dependency inherent to this organizational structure and the fact 

that local knowledge and negative impacts of modernization were neglected. In the 90’s more 

researchers pledged for the importance of local knowledge and skills, but the first models were equally 

simplistic and tried to isolate the rural as self-sufficient in development and evolved further into the 

concept of networks (Lowe et al. 2019). 

The concept of networks, be those vertical links to the agri-food sector or governance agencies or 

horizontal to other community members, has been gaining importance since the start of the millennium 

and strategies as well as policy are increasingly reformulated around networks and their impact on social 

life (Murdoch 2000). Another prominent approach within rural development that has a similar emphasis 

on social capital and connections is the livelihood perspective. It helps to critically reflect on the 

complexity of regional, national and international institutional arrangements and how they impact local 

livelihoods, power structures and politics. The framework has lately lost some of its prominence, but 

with appropriate acknowledgment of cross-scale dynamics and issues such as knowledge, power, values 

and politics, it still provides an adequate tool to assess contemporary challenges (Scoones 2009). These 

concepts have helped to democratize knowledge and thus development. The ways in which expertise is 

shared, acknowledged and strengthened still need to be analysed and improved and networks that 

encourage the collective production of knowledge and the co-existence of different forms of experts 

(Lowe et al. 2019). 

For the sake of simplification, we can today refer to three primary discourses around development: 

Mainstream, Radical and Post-Development. One similarity between all approaches to is a concern for 

poverty and inequality and a non-acceptance of the current situation. The reasons for poverty are to be 

found in different things. The mainstream argues that subsistence cultures slow progress while the 

radicals see exploitative social relations as the cause of marginalized communities. Post-development 

sees underdevelopment as the result of western narratives and capitalism. These different perspectives 

translate into debates around the role of the state (ensure benefits to poor/instrument of people’s 

power/rethink), the role of social mobilization (essential for spread of opportunity/prerequisite to escape 

social exploitation/grassroots responsible for change) and the definition of the target group. All three 

approaches try to homogenize the rural poor into general categories, but this understates the 

heterogeneity and complexity of rural and agrarian poverty (Sharma et al. 2014). 

A common driver of development in the Global South is foreign aid that is usually distributed in 

the form of bi-/multilateral financial flows known as Official Development Assistance (ODA). There is 

an active debate about the impact of foreign aid with both dedicated supporters and vocal critics, both 

claiming that foreign aid is either beneficial or detrimental to economic growth. There seem to be strong 

links between the governance and policies of the receiving country and the effectiveness of foreign aid 

deployed. What is needed is a vision of foreign aid as a catalyst and policies that enable development 

aid to function effectively, enhance transparency and build capacity in local governance (ibid.). 

Rural development is at its core multidisciplinary and transformational and development actors 

define its reach or emphasis differently informed by biases that are present in rural development 

(Acharya 2008). 
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2.2. Nepal 
 

The following paragraphs will summarize some relevant aspects of Nepal’s history, rural 

environment and development policies as well as highlighting cornerstones of international development 

aid in Nepal. Dolakha district is located north-east of Kathmandu on the border to China (Fig 1). 

2.2.1. History  
 

Nepal is a landlocked mountainous country that lies between China and India. This position leads 

to difficult regional politics where Nepal is enclosed by significantly more powerful actors and has to 

balance relations with two competitors that often support opposing visions (Do and Iyer 2010, Whelpton 

2005). It is divided into three different zones: The lowlands (Terai), the hills and the mountains. Each 

of these areas and smaller biomes within them have unique resources, vulnerabilities and challenges 

(Acharya 2008). 

Nepal was closed to most foreign influence until the 1950’s. The kings that ruled the country were 

seen to be incarnations of lord Vishnu and the administration was poorly accessible and highly stratified. 

This left rural people without a sense of agency and distanced them from concepts of governance 

(Westendorp 2012). Although there was a short trial at congressional multi-party democracy after the 

end of the Rana-dynasty Nepal returned to monarchy with the Panchayat in direct rule after 1960 (Jha 

2014; Whelpton 2005). The panchayat legitimized its rule through development as a national 

undertaking and tried to unify “Nepalis” which led to drastic increases in foreign aid (Westendorp 2012). 

Although there was a referendum challenging the Panchayat system in 1979 it took until 1990 for the 

monarchy to be overthrown and a renewed trial of multi-party democracy was started (Whelpton 2005). 

This movement acknowledged Nepal as a Hindu-kingdom but restricted the monarchy’s role. Radical 

leftists were already opposing the new constitution (Jha 2014). The first wave of democratization 

originated in Kathmandu and moved outwards into the rural areas from there. Many villagers didn’t 

understand what democracy entailed. The Maoist movement that started in 1995 presented the 

counterpart to this as it originated in the villages (Shneiderman 2003). The Maoist insurgency and the 

violence associated with it escalated after the 2001 execution of the royal family (Whelpton 2005). After 

the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Accord in November 2006 the Maoist continued being active, 

now in common politics. They had surprisingly good results on the 2008 elections and emerged as the 

Fig. 1 Map of Nepal with Dolakha District highlighted in red (Source: 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a4/Dolakha_District_in_Nepal_2015.svg) 
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largest party their leader became the prime minister at the time (Do and Iyer 2010; Jha 2014; 

Shneiderman 2009). The following years are characterized by unstable political conditions with many 

unsuccessful voting, failed leadership and disagreements. It took until 2012 for the partied to agree to a 

pact regarding constitutional issues and 2014 finally saw the unified election of a prime minister (Jha 

2014).,Competing understandings of what development is or is not and the continuous exclusion of 

marginalized groups from political processes are major reasons that led to the violent conflicts of the 

last decades in Nepal (Sharma et al. 2014; Ojha et al. 2015). 

 

 

2.2.2. Rural Environment 
 

More than two thirds of the 

population of Nepal are in rural 

areas and agriculture is a 

fundamental part of these areas 

(Chaudhary 2018) (Fig. 2). Poverty 

is very marked in rural Nepal and 

agriculture provides employment 

for 80% of the poor (Paudel et al. 

2011). 

 

Increase of temperature and 

erratic rainfall have been observed 

in Nepal (Krishnamurthy et al. 

2013). This and other 

consequences of climate change 

will negatively impact agriculture 

and affect rural areas more than the 

urban ones). Even though Nepal’s water resource potential is high, only small amounts are utilized or 

accessible. Additionally, they are pressured by floods and land erosion resulting in high concentration 

of sediment in the water (Pariyar 2003). Severe droughts and the recent earthquake have led to the drying 

of water sources and forced community members to migrate (Joshi and Dongol 2018). Access to water 

is also key for agricultural production and without appropriate regulation those in advantageous 

geographical and economic positions will be able to secure the resource for themselves (Lall 2013). 

Access to land as a resource is also a very critical issue for food security. Most farms own less than 0.5 

hectares of land and land tenure is very complicated and sometimes lacks regulations (Chaudhary 2018). 

There are persistent issues of food insecurity and nearly 40% of the Nepalese population is 

estimated to be energy deficient. Staple food items make up three fourths of an average diet. In the mid-

hills and mountains most of the income is spent on food (Krishnamurthy et al. 2013; Pariyar 2003). Most 

farms only produce for self-sufficiency and are unable to sustain themselves for the entirety of the year 

(Chalise et al. 2015). Low quality of infrastructure and markets combined with a lack of irrigation 

facilities have led to little commercialization of agriculture (Chaudhary 2018). There is a trend towards 

more short-term or cash-oriented production systems such as smaller livestock, kiwi, and vegetable 

farming (Uprety and Shivakoti 2019).  

Nearly one fourth of all arable land is currently uncultivated. This is due to a multitude of reasons 

such as: Changes in cooperation within communities, migration for employment and a related 

feminization of rural areas, water scarcity, increasing costs of production, lack of manure/declining soil 

fertility and insecurities regarding land tenure. This abandoned land is increasingly being covered by 

invasive plant species and the loss in production is increasingly being compensated by food imports, 

increasing Nepal’s dependence on external food supplies. (Ojha et al. 2017). The number of farming 

households has increased from 2001 to 2011, less seasonal but more perennial crops are being cultivated 

and the number of farmers growing vegetables has significantly increased (Uprety and Shivakoti 2019). 

Other prominent issues next to the fragmentation of agricultural land is the lack of coordination and 

information along the value chain, that results in a great variability of prices throughout the seasons and 

Fig. 2 Rural population of Nepal from 1961 untill 2011 (Source: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338132639/figure/fig2/AS:83

9460308656128@1577154342206/Growth-in-rural-and-urban-

populations-in-Nepal-Source-Data-taken-from-CBS-2014.png) 
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between whole-sellers, inaccessibility of productive areas due to lack or poor quality of roads, resulting 

in difficulties for sale and provision of inputs, and shortage of storage facilities (Chaudhary 2018). 

Access to infrastructure is key for human well-being in remote hills and mountainous areas. Many 

communities in rural Nepal still rely on footpaths and must sometimes walk for days to reach the next 

dirt road. There is a strong link between the access to basic infrastructure and objective, as well as 

subjective well-being and development indicators such as education and health (Sapkota 2018). 

Remittances are becoming an increasingly important part of income for households as socio-

cultural evolutions facilitate migration, farming is becoming less profitable than wage labour and 

policies neglect issues arising with extensive use or abandonment of agricultural land (Bhatta et al. 2015; 

Ojha et al. 2017). Findings suggest that remittances are mainly used for necessities and that very little, 

if any, is spent on farm regeneration or improvements of productivity. This might reduce local food 

security but will usually improve the situation of the individual household (Chaudhary 2018; Ojha et al. 

2017). 

 

 

2.2.3. Agriculture and Rural Development Policies 
 

More than 80 % of the population depends on agriculture and it provides a significant portion of 

GDP. The growth of the sector is very low and ongoing migratory pattern are an indicator of a lack of 

perspective in agriculture. Remittances from abroad make up 25% of the GDP with most migrants 

originating from rural areas (Chaudhary 2018). 

The process of development in the modern sense started together with the arrival of bilateral 

assistance and the start of the integrated rural development program in 1951. The first formal agricultural 

development program started in 1956. The program did not yield results proportional to the investments 

which can be attributed to the irrelevance of certain topics to target groups and ineffective monitoring 

and evaluation. Furthermore, the program was poorly coordinated with local support and institutions 

and the political environment at the time didn’t allow the project to flourish as expected (Acharya 2008; 

Khatri 2019; Uprety and Shivakoti 2019).  

Transportation and communication were the first focus of rural development in the 50’s, together 

with agriculture and irrigation. This transitioned into a focus on industrialization in the 60’s. At this 

point the village development officials were replaced with the Panchayat system and taxes for rural 

development were being collected. This was suspended in 1978. In 1975 the focus moved back to 

agriculture. From 1995 a technocratic green-revolution approach to productivity was used as a basis for 

agricultural development. A 20-year Agriculture Perspective Plan was formulated in 1990 that was 

intended to boost productivity, alleviate poverty and to transfer production from subsistence to 

commercialization (Acharya 2008; Khatri 2019). 

In 2004 Nepal joined the WTO and devised new agricultural policies that focused more on 

commercialization, value-chains and competitiveness as well as food and nutrition security (Uprety and 

Shivakoti 2019). A multitude of development programs has been implemented since the 70’s but they 

were unable to reach their goals as they were hindered by a lack of preparation, prioritization, consensus 

on local development and local institutions (Acharya 2008). Discourses on rural development at the time 

also saw mobility as the negative outcome of stagnating agriculture or environmental shocks that were 

to be resolved by applying the universal vision of science and technology ignoring its specific socio-

political context (Sharma 2007). 

Agricultural extension also went through a significant change since the 50’s moving from a purely 

public responsibility to the shared landscape of today where the government, NGO’s and the private 

sector have to collaborate efficiently to help farmers and other actors in the rural value chain to be 

competitive on local, national or even international markets (Uprety and Shivakoti 2019). A new set of 

policies was formulated in 2013 with a focus on agriculture being reaffirmed. Since then a multitude of 

strategies has been designated to support the agricultural sector as well as issues such as gender, road 

access and electricity (Chaudhary 2018). 

Agricultural development is a target topic for poverty alleviation and to boost the rural as well as 

national economy but the outcomes from these policies are unsatisfactory. Policies have been unable to 

engage young people and those returning from abroad into agriculture. Although the budget allocated 
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for agriculture has been increasing recently the Ministry of Agriculture only receives 3% of yearly 

budget even though the sector employs nearly 80% of the population and provides 35% of the GDP, 

which does not generate the desired development. The technical assistance provided is insufficient. 

Implementation of agricultural development faces many issues such as the low effectiveness of public 

service delivery and bureaucratic struggles that lead to the misallocation or misuse of funds (Chaudhary 

2018; Uprety and Shivakoti 2019). 

There is a lack of institutional support as a single public extension worker is responsible for 1200 

households and only very few of the agents are female. The complexity and diversity of farming systems 

in Nepal requires a diversified and locally adapted support which seems hard to achieve with the limited 

amount of formal education of extension workers leading to inadequate capacities of extension 

personnel. Extension services are also faced by weak links to research and education, limited coverage 

and inclusiveness and limited engagement of youths. Although the main responsibility of agricultural 

development and extension lies with the Department of Agriculture a variety of extension approaches, 

such as the Tuki approach that will be described in detail in this thesis, have been introduced with the 

support of international donors. There is a trend to decentralized, pluralistic and privatized approach to 

extension where multiple NGO’s collaborate in the field under coordination of donors and increasingly 

local government (Uprety and Shivakoti 2019). Even though foreign investment in the agricultural sector 

is encouraged the amounts invested remain negligible (Chaudhary 2018). 

Nepal’s population understands development as a link to the western world rather than a leftover 

of colonialism (Westendorp 2012). It is still seen as something external originating from outside of the 

country that is constantly in short supply. Development is seen as a commodity brought to Nepal by 

foreigners and is coloured by religious perspectives. Responsibility for misery is rarely assumed by 

individuals but attributed to the will of gods or a previous life. This creates a conflict with the western 

values of self-reliance and agency that are at the core of many development efforts (Stone 1989; 

Westendorp 2012). 

 

2.2.4. International Development Aid 
 

The first country to support Nepal financially was the United States quickly followed by India. 

Both countries started their assistance in 1951, followed by China in 1956, the USSR in 1958 and 

Switzerland in 1959. The influence and support from China and India have been particularly present due 

to Nepal’s geographical location. The first interventions focused on agriculture, health, forestry, 

education, technical skills and transportation. The first formal agricultural project was initiated in 1956 

(SDC 2009; Sharma 2014; Uprety and Shivakoti 2019). 

The first set of foreign aid was distributed in the form of grants that were given out by donor 

countries. Loans started being given out in the 60’s and by the end of the 80’s most bilateral agreements 

had been replaced by multilateral assistance programs. After democratization in the 90’s increasing 

assistance was provided and the dependence on foreign aid increased rapidly. This dependence prevails 

but since the armed conflict the way foreign aid is distributed and used for transformation changed 

drastically (Sharma et al. 2014). This overreliance on outside funding, especially for essential sectors, 

in reducing the countries agency of its own development (Karki and Gurung 2012). 

After the conflict, and particularly since 2008, there has been a shift in focus towards social policy, 

peace and conflict management, inclusive development and human rights as well as an increasing trend 

towards decentralization. Large scale national projects for the strengthening and capacity building of 

local governance had failed due to the lack of elected members. The long gap in elections for local 

politicians has led to a reduction of interaction between governance and communities. This leads to 

minimized accountability and low levels of participation and engagement in development activities 

(Sharma 2014). 

The first large scale project supported by the Swiss government was launched in 1958 even before 

the bilateral agreement was signed. The “Jiri Multi-Purpose Development Project” was implemented by 

the Swiss Association for Technical Support (SATA, today HELVETAS) in Jiri, Dolakha district. There 

was a strong agricultural focus of the project and apart from extension it also provided cooperative 

services, pasture development, science, education and trainings for specific skills. The project was 

running until 1970 and many valuable lessons were learned that were afterwards applied in the 
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development of other mid-hill districts. Technical training was a very important part of the program and 

was to shape those receiving it and the district for the foreseeable future. The 70’s, as mentioned 

previously, saw the rise of integrated development projects. The first one to be implemented in Nepal 

was the “Integrated Hill Development Project” (IHDP) in Dolakha and Ramechhap coordinated by the 

Swiss agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). This project ran for 16 years and it was this 

project that saw the birth of the “Tuki” concept (Khatri 2019). 

Foreign aid has devolved into a competition of political parties that use it to support their own 

position or challenge that of opponents instead of being focused on the concerns of the public. This, 

together with a lack of transparency, has led to people doubting the effectiveness and purpose of donor 

aid. It is difficult to obtain information regarding the amounts donated, where and how that money is 

used and how donor organizations impact allocation and implementation (Sharma 2014). There is such 

a huge variety of projects that were and are implemented in Nepal with a significant lack of coordination 

that it is questionable to expect the local population or even governance to be aware of past and ongoing 

projects, their specific aims, target groups and budgets. Discontinuation of successful projects or the 

lack of tangible results make it hard for individuals to understand the impacts of projects and the 

resources disbursed in them (Khatri 2019). The emergence and expansion of the NGO sector in Nepal 

has led to a dependency on foreign aid outside of governance alone. Nepal has been so deeply dependent 

on foreign aid for an extended time that it has affected the values shared in society, the democratic 

process and the development of civil society (Sharma 2014). 

The lack of ownership and political will of target communities and disconnected top-down 

management processes are some of the main reasons that development projects were unsuccessful in 

Nepal (Sharma 2014). This can be to some degree linked to the opposing perspectives on development 

that were present in Nepal. The development actors understood development as a change of behaviour 

of the village communities, whereas the locals expected development in the form of physical structures 

such as schools and hospitals. Understandings of participatory approaches were based on western values 

of independence and self-reliance that do not translate into Nepalese culture that is highly hierarchical 

and sees participation more like obedience (Stone 1989).  

There are inconsistencies and unclarity among donor countries and organizations. The uncertainty 

left by the post-conflict processes has exposed many ineffective development projects. The role of 

donors is being questioned and they are being criticized for their lack of coordination and transparency. 

A first large scale initiative that included the public availability of geocoded information for hundreds 

of projects, was started in 2013. This is an essential step towards more clarity in the aid sector and will 

enable the public and civil societies to critically assess the aid being given and whether it acknowledges 

the needs of Nepali citizens (Sharma 2014). 
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3. Methods and Analytical Approach 
 

3.1. Methods 
 

This thesis is structured as an ethnographic case study based on the Rural Development Tuki 

Association which is an NGO/farmers association/Rural Advisory Service provider based in Charikot, 

Dolakha district, Nepal. Informal Interviews were used to obtain information from key-informants that 

were selected and contacted in collaboration with the South-Asian Institute for Advanced Studies (SIAS) 

that was assisting for coordination of the thesis project. The head of SIAS and the head of Forest Action 

Nepal recommended people to be contacted in Charikot, Dolakha district. This is referred to as 

gatekeeper-selected informants as subjects were not researched and contacted by the researcher but by 

local experts with relevant knowledge that could identify individuals that would be able to contribute to 

the research question. 6 Key informants were interviewed, two of which were still employed by RDTA, 

two were previous employees, and two had worked in projects that collaborated with RDTA. The focus 

in ethnography lies with a few, select cases instead of generating quantitative data to enable an in-depth 

study of specific contexts. Informal conversations coupled with participant observation and the analysis 

of documents are the usual forms of data collection for ethnography (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). 

The transcription of an interview that happened with the Executive Director of RDTA in 

November 2019 was used to formulate guidelines for the informal interviews. The interviews were kept 

very open as data collection in ethnography is unstructured in nature most of the time and fixed, 

formulated questions are avoided (ibid.). It is important to note that the individuals being interviewed 

were informed about the purpose of the interview and the preliminary targets of my thesis. This might 

have biased the recorded answers and will not result in a neutral observation of everyday life-worlds, 

which would be desired for ethnographic studies. Most interviews were conducted in Nepali, translated 

by an assistant provided by SIAS and then transcribed into English. Where possible, due to impeccable 

level of English, the interviews were kept in English to facilitate open debates. Additionally, official 

documents were obtained from the headquarters of the RDTA in Charikot. The documents in English 

are used directly for analysis whereas documents in Nepali were translated into English. 

Unfortunately, the ethnographic part of the thesis was not completed as anticipated. Originally a 

second round of interviews coupled with participant observation in some villages that work with RDTA 

was planned. Shortly after the finalization of the first 6 interviews the international situation regarding 

the Coronavirus (CoVid-19) escalated to a point where the research had to be abandoned to guarantee a 

safe return to Europe. The situation in Nepal changed shortly after and the country was found in 

complete lock-down only days after the researcher leaving, making it impossible to continue the data 

collection through SIAS and the assistance provided by them. This is unfortunate as more specific 

questions were planned to be asked towards the end of the field visit, which is the common approach in 

ethnography (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). An extensive literature review on Nepal’s history, 

socio-political evolution, rural development and international development aid was conducted instead 

to compensate for the lack of data. The literature was obtained from Google Scholar and Web of Science 

using the keywords “rural” “development” “Nepal” “aid” and “history” in different combinations. Even 

though this change allows for sufficient information to be collected it will change the nature of the thesis 

from a purely ethnographic case study to a hybrid between ethnography and social movement 

studies/organizational theory. 

The ‘Empirical Findings’ only contain information that was either received in interviews or 

extracted from the documents obtained from the organization. No interpretation or analysis is done in 

that section of the thesis. 
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3.2. Analytical Approach 
 

The ethnographic part of this thesis presented in the findings sections is descriptive/idiographic 

in nature. Description in the context of ethnography does include selection and interpretation of 

information but does not aim to derive a theory but use theory as a tool to organize information and 

structure description (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Ingold 2011). 

The following categories for coding of the collected data evolved from a first set of data analysis 

in discussion with peers and the information relevant to the chosen analytical framework in mind: 

• The focus and structure of RDTA 

• Involvement of Switzerland/external actors 

• External Shocks/Governance 

• Partnerships and competition of the RDTA 

• The reputation of RDTA and interests of locals/individuals 

 

The data will be analysed through content analysis (Erlingsson and Brysiewicz 2017) using the 

theory of strategic action fields (SAF) (Fligstein and McAdam 2011) to structure the information and 

understand the dynamics that have shaped the origin, founding and continuation of RDTA. This theory 

presents a very fitting framework that will enable to complement the collected data with a literature 

review on the political, socio-economic and development background of Nepal and analyse the 

emergence of the strategic action field that was to become the RDTA. There are four main aspects that 

underlie SAF (Fligstein and McAdam 2011): 

• Actors share consensus about current actions in the field 

• Unequal power-dynamics between actors in the field 

• Shared understanding of the rules of interaction 

• Each actor has an own interpretive framework to understand actions of others 

The data collected from interviews, documents and the literature research will inform the strategic 

action fields framework and be processed to a structured understanding of the creation and survival of 

the RDTA. The boundary of the SAF observed in this thesis will be development work in Dolakha 

district with a specific focus on the RDTA. Specific attention will be put on the following aspects of the 

theory: 

• The incumbent/challenger dynamics that govern the organization and hierarchy of a 

SAF (This is mainly based on information gathered in the ‘partnerships and competition’ section 

of coding) 

• Social Skill as the relevant quality that allows individuals and groups to engage in 

strategic action with specific focus on the cognitive ability to read environments and individuals, 

the ability to frame lines of action and to mobilize people in service of said action frames and 

the ability to create and maintain collective identities. 

• The broader field environment that encompasses connections to closely related SAF. 

The two most relevant related SAF’s that will be used to support the analysis of RDTA are ‘rural 

development in Dolakha’ and ‘the villages’. ‘The villages’ refers to changes that can be 

generalized over most villages in Dolakha but doesn’t allow for nuanced parallel analysis of 

different villages 

• Exogenous shocks that impact the contention of the field and change its pattern of 

interaction such as international donors, political conflicts or natural disasters  

• Episodes of contention and the gravitation towards settlement to understand an analyze 

contentious interaction of actors in the same field. 

• Change and Stability of SAFs to understand the dynamics of emergence, stabilization 

and crisis that govern their lifecycles. 

Within this larger framework Fairclough’s (2015) understanding of critical discourse analysis that 

he presents in ‘Language and Power’ is used to discuss the impact of international discourses on 
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development and the power structures inherent to development aid. A specific focus will be put on the 

aspects of ‘Power’, ‘Ideology’ and ‘Social Change’. The most important actors of the respective time 

period will be placed in a Power-Influence diagram at the beginning of each analysis chapter. This is 

intended to help the reader grasp the most important actors at a glance and not as an analytical tool. 

The global good practice notes on rural advisory services (Davis et al. 2018) published by the 

global forum for rural advisory services (GFRAS) will be used to categorize and classify the 

organizational structure of and services provided by the RDTA. These are notes from the leading rural 

advisory services research centre. This information will be used to analyse the strengths and weaknesses 

of the current form of service provision and consequences for the organizations current or future work. 

The analysis will focus on how the flow of information in the extension service is structured, how supply 

and demand regulate each-other, how the extension is delivered or implemented and how the curriculum 

is organized. 

 

3.3. Limitations 
 

This thesis faces limitations on multiple levels. As already mentioned, the data collection had to 

be left unfinished due to the global spread of the coronavirus which caused the cancelation of flights, 

closure of borders and lockdown of entire countries. This clearly limits certain aspects of the thesis but 

has been compensated by a shift in research question and additional research. 

The general timeframe for the thesis also does not allow for the in-depth study of local life for an 

authentic ethnographic study. The thesis will try to maintain an ethnographic theme and focus and 

complement it with aspects of agricultural science and social movement studies. 

As the researcher does not speak Nepali the language was a clear limitation. It is assumed that the 

assistant provided by SIAS did an excellent job at translating the essentials during the interviews and 

transcribing them into English, but it is necessary to acknowledge that details and nuances of the 

conversations or documents are lost in translation. Certain words might be coupled to slightly different 

connotations that lead to misunderstandings or the over-/underappreciation of certain aspects of the 

conversation. 
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4. Empirical Findings 
 

The following sections will present the findings of the data collection and their analysis structured 

into 5 distinct time periods (Panchayat, Democratization, Maoist-Insurgency, Post-Conflict, Today) that 

are intended to help structure the evolution of the RDTA over time. 

4.1. Panchayat 
 

4.1.1.  Findings 
 

 
 

1: 1964 (-71) Start of Jiri Multipurpose Development Project (JMDP) 

2: 1974 (-85) Start of the Lamosangu-Jiri Road Project (LJRP) 

3: 1975 (-90) Start of the Integrated Hill Development Project (IHDP) 

4: 1977 Birth of Tuki Approach 

5: 1985 King Birendra’s visit 

Fig. 3 Timeline of the most important events during the Panchayat 

The opening of Nepal to the rest of the World after the end of the Rana Dynasty in 1950 changed 

the country dramatically and saw the entry of many international actors into development efforts within 

the first decade. A Swiss geologist by the name of Toni Hagen was among the first to venture into the 

Himalayas as part of the Swiss mission. On his travels he visited Jiri in Dolakha and supposedly 

compared it to Zürich. It is not fully clear whether this was related to the name of the town, that is 

pronounced very similarly to Zürich in Swiss-German, or its location in the mountainous valleys. The 

first large scale project initiated in Dolakha by SDC and SATA (today HELVETAS) in collaboration 

with the Nepalese government was called the Jiri Multipurpose Development Project (JMDP) and ran 

from 1964 until 1971 (Fig. 3, event 1). The project was unable to reach its goals, mostly due to 

unawareness of local culture and traditions. Low self-reliance and agency on the side of villagers limited 

the anticipated impacts. This started the first debates within SDC regarding the sustainability of impacts 

created by projects. Communication and transportation were identified as major constraints to 

development of the area leading to the establishment of the Lamosangu-Jiri Road Project (LJRP 1974-

1985) as well as the Integrated Hill Development Project (IHDP 1975-1990), both of which were 

heralding the new wave of integrated development projects that emphasized ecological, economic and 

socio-cultural aspects (Fig. 3, events 2 & 3). The projects ran in the entirety of Dolakha district including 

some areas of neighbouring districts and focused focus on seed production, multiplication and 

distribution as well as input distribution, minor credit systems and most importantly the promotion of 

self-reliance and self-help capabilities. This included the creation of a seed grower association, improved 

varieties, storage facilities and demonstration trials. These initiatives were implemented in collaboration 

with local agricultural research, seed providers and corporations but there was still a considerable lack 

of workers needed to smoothen the collaboration between the multitude of actors involved in the project. 

In 1977 local government agents such as the head of the department of work and information, 

Swiss experts, and local representatives such as Krishna Kumar Pade, a known environmental expert 

who already worked for SDC during the JMDP and studied his PhD in Switzerland, and Damodar 

Timilsina, a farmer who later became a co-founder of RDTA, reflected on lasting and sustainable rural 

development and a way to satisfy the need for workers in program planning and implementation. 

Inspired by the concept of lead farmers the idea of the Tuki was born (Fig. 3, event 4). A Tuki is a 

traditional kerosene lamp that is used to illuminate small rooms. The selected individuals would provide 

the medium while the project would provide fuel in the form of training. The Tuki were to be exemplary 

farmers and honest grassroots activists that would bring the light of development to their village. They 

were to bring development to the villages that had been left behind by development or where generally 
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backwards and undeveloped. The people in these environments were always portrayed as poor and 

victims of bigger frameworks. 

The Project would provide general and technical training for a minor fee but the Tuki had to be 

passionate about development and be willing to carry the responsibility of transferring this knowledge 

to the villagers. The work of these lead farmers was not limited to technical knowledge and the 

management of a model farm in this conceptualization. Empowerment of women, children and 

marginalized groups through training and support as well as social development in general were to be 

major responsibilities of the trained Tuki. The concept was clearly focused around rural extension with 

expert farmers at its core. They were seen to be enablers that give advice and assistance to those that 

need it and channel information from the village level to local governance or project administration. 

They were to be the catalyst of rural development in Dolakha. The project management had a significant 

impact on the formulation of the concept and the priorities of Tuki. The stance towards rural 

development of SDC at the time and dominant discourses within rural development are reflected in the 

focus of Tuki. 

The Tuki were selected regarding certain aspects such as marital status, surface of land owned, 

literacy and their social status within the village. The willingness to help and the perception of peers 

was very relevant for the selection process. It might seem like a very narrow focus to only select farmers 

to distribute rural development but considering that nearly every household in rural Nepal at the time 

was completely dependent on agriculture for subsistence and income, farmers as transmitters were likely 

the only possible choice. Unfortunately, it was not possible to recruit women during the first round of 

trainings as the cultural perspective at the time made it impossible for women to leave home for 14 days 

to attend training. Originally an even representation of villages in Tuki was anticipated, but some were 

very hard to access, were neglected by the government or were not interested in the approach which led 

to a somewhat uneven distribution of Tuki members across the district. Collaboration with local 

governance, agricultural research centres, formal education and village individuals was at the core of 

Tuki ideology and training from its beginning. Rather vast philosophical questions regarding the place 

of the individual in society and his responsibilities as well as the value of a village community were 

fundamental to the creation of the Tuki identity. 

The lead team developed a framework of training, extension and follow-up to train and evaluate 

the Tukis. The chosen candidates where to be trained for 15 consecutive days by Nepali and Swiss 

experts in Charikot, the district capital. The first training provided focused on soil, water and sewage 

followed by training on specific agronomic technologies and techniques. The last unit of training 

focused on general rural development topics such as education, gender, health care and drinking water. 

The first improvements that were noticed in the villages were basic sanitation, home gardening and 

composting. They were to focus on farmers and their needs but had to be informed about a great variety 

of issues and be open to support villagers in whatever was needed. Six months after the training an 

authorized member of the agricultural development organization would evaluate and legitimize the 

trained farmers. The Tuki had to show that they were applying the newly learned techniques and that 

they were practicing and spreading the knowledge regrading health and sanitation. The members would 

be subject to internal evaluations once a year that would assess their progress in agriculture, their 

attendance of trainings, the payment of membership fees and their collaboration with other farmers and 

villagers. 

Additional training was conducted in the form of monthly meetings that were organized as general 

assemblies and used to present and discuss progress as well as develop action plans for the upcoming 

months so that the Tuki could continue their work independently. The farmers would record the needs 

of their neighbours and other peers and collect seeds and tools during the meeting to distribute them 

afterwards. The precautions and the establishment of monthly plans was necessary to enable the 

individual Tukis to work independently as formal organization, coordination and communication was 

extremely difficult during the panchayat system. Someone was always watching the activities of the 

project and the Tuki specifically. The fact that SDC was able to organize monthly general assemblies 

for the Tuki left an empowering impression with the members and motivated them to continue their 

efforts despite the pressure from local and national governance. This also initiated a sense of collective 

and group actions and led to members becoming more vocal about socio-economic demands. The 

government remained the primary regulator for development, so it was important to avoid conflicts with 

local leadership and coordinate activities in advance.  
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At first villagers were very sceptic about the returnees and their newly acquired expertise. Local 

governance, especially leaders on village levels, struggled with the emergence of new forms of 

leadership and the empowerment of individuals that had been unable to contest political positions before. 

Many local government actors thought that the Tuki were playing a role for political transformation so 

drastic action was taken to limit their reach. After some time, the impacts of the new techniques and 

guidance provided by Tuki started to show and more and more villagers became interested in the 

approach. This increased the Tuki’s credibility significantly and propelled some of them into positions 

of leadership and enabled them to be critical of the status quo. The basic education they got, and the 

increases in literacy around the villages spurred debates about issues in the daily lives of people such as 

agricultural production, education and empowerment. This created increasing tension between the 

officers installed by the Panchayat and the new players. It was impossible to organize things as groups 

and all activities had to be coordinated with the respective panchayat official. The Tuki were only able 

to continue their work and the recruitment of new members because they were affiliated with an 

internationally funded project that had the backing of the government at the time giving it legitimacy. 

On one occasion a Local Development Officer (PDO) that was responsible to oversee activities on a 

village level arrested multiple Tukis because he suspected their meeting to be of anti-

nationalistic/communist nature. Fortunately, the Tuki were able to convince his superior that their 

activities were not of political nature but rural development initiatives.  

During a visit of the King Birendra to the project area in 1985, some people from project 

management and Tuki got the chance to talk to the King (Fig. 3, event 5). He was so impressed by the 

functioning and efficiency of the approach that he recommended it to be adapted nation-wide by written 

decree. Unfortunately, except for recognition on a local scale, this did not translate into any significant 

action. The improved reputation did increase the peoples’ trust int Tuki and their influence on local 

politics. Towards the end of the Panchayat they were more trusted than local politicians because they 

were seen to be actively working for the improvement of living standards of people. A Tuki’s house 

would be clearly distinguishable through its great variety in food, a home garden, clean environment 

and basic sanitation. This trust and the perspective of villagers made it easier to implement projects and 

collaborate with the population. Once Tukis reached local governance position it also facilitated 

coordination between project efforts and national/regional level policies, and it became easier for them 

to access government resources. 

The Tuki had a very good reputation within IHDP. The project management saw Tuki become an 

independent organization that would develop good relations with the government and related agencies. 

Especially during the third phase of the project (phase-out) big efforts were directed towards handing 

over the respective sectors of the project to the government and local agencies. Also, Tuki became 

increasingly responsible of the agricultural sector and seed multiplication specifically. As the Nepalese 

government was part of the planning committee for IHDP it is to be expected that the government actors 

at the time were equally interested in transitioning the Tuki approach into independence. They were to 

receive training from SDC on organization, economics, management and legal issues. The project even 

drafted a constitution to make the Tuki system and organization a legal entity, but due to the political 

constraint of the time it was not possible to go forward with this endeavour until Nepal’s democratization 

changed the administrative landscape. The members themselves were aware of the change that was 

about to happen and were reflecting on ways to continue and take ownership of development work after 

the end of the project. The general idea was that it would be a shame to discontinue such good efforts, 

so the most active and vocal members started efforts to make Tuki independent and create their own 

organization. 

The Project ended in 1990 and was split up into its respective sectors. Each one of these was 

handed over to the respective government agency to ensure a smooth phase-out and a continuation of 

relevant activities after the end of the project. Even though Tuki had been mainly a part of the 

agricultural sector and would theoretically be considered a form of extension, the agricultural agency 

was unable or unwilling to take over Tuki. This led to Tuki being left out of the government and were 

anticipated to support the different government agencies in their efforts.  
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4.1.2.  Analysis 
 

 

Some of the most important results of the timespan from 1950 until 1990, that is referred to as 

‘the Panchayat’, are summarized above (Fig. 4). The SAF of rural development in Nepal was 

destabilized by an external shock in the form of the start of international development aid after its 

political opening in the beginning of the 50’s. A collectively perceived opportunity led to a number of 

different countries starting development efforts in Nepal. The SAF in Dolakha felt this shock with the 

entrance of Switzerland as a donor and the beginning of the JMDP. The incumbent at the time was the 

national government, also known as the panchayat. As collaboration for rural development in Dolakha 

had not existed before as a form of action, this created a new SAF. With the Nepalese government 

collaborating with Switzerland on development efforts the SAF was of cooperative nature, not relying 

on clear incumbent and challenger positions. This field is embedded into other fields such as the 

government of Nepal, SDC as an entity, project implementors, rural development as a global endeavour 

and discourse and the villages of Dolakha district. The JMDP, the first manifestation of this field, failed 

to connect to its target group, the villages of Dolakha district, as expected and couldn’t reach the 

anticipated goals. This can be attributed to a lack of social skill or a lack of preparation on the side of 

SDC. They were unable to mobilize existing systems to convince the local population of common 

interest because the passive stance towards change, that is perceived as a lack of self-reliance and 

agency, present in Nepal demanded a different form of engagement. This led to major contention within 

the project and the sector sparking debates regarding the way development was to be delivered, what 

exactly this development entailed and how this was to be realized within IHDP. Out of this contention 

a new field, that of the Tuki, that would evolve into the RDTA 13 years down the line, was born. 

When the new field emerged in 1977 through an exogenous shock, the original founders together 

with the experts from SDC were the incumbents in a clearly hierarchical system in which those experts 

created a new identity and action frame based on the impeccable social skills of the individuals involved. 

They successfully acknowledged the existing structures and identified the resources they could use to 

create or promote a common interest that will lead to collective action. Tuki’s were not clearly 

institutionalized from the beginning but were an implementing branch of a larger institutional 

framework. The ability to maintain collective identities was essential to the success of the movement 

and can be attributed to capacities of the original founding members and the project staff. These, as is 

the case with emerging fields, were inspired from frameworks of closely related fields and social spaces 

(those of IHDP, SDC and rural development). Initially Tuki were only a subsection of IHDP and thus 

 
Position in SAF of Rural 

Development 

Challenger → Incumbent 

New way to implement development that became dominant 

Position in SAF of villages Challenger → Incumbent 

Difficulties to challenge Panchayat leadership; towards end more 

respected than politicians 

SAF of RDTA Newly emerging, trending towards institutional settlement and 

stabilization 

Important for SAF Identification of needs 

Creation of collective identity 

Certification by external authorities 

Fig. 4 Summary of relevant results from the Panchayat 
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had to abide with the rules, regulations and evaluation indicators that were set by the project and its 

leadership. The movement was very vulnerable at this moment and was heavily reliant on its broader 

environment. Apart from project funds and training their success depended on collaboration of villagers, 

a change in perspective of individuals and the good-will of local government agents. One very essential 

contestation that manifested itself in the movement and was carried outwards into the villages is the shift 

from a passive, helpless and dependent mindset towards self-reliance, agency and change. The 

settlement of the field manifested itself in the form of an internal governance structure, that was leading, 

training and guiding collective action, and a form of monitoring and evaluation that ensured members 

compliance with guidelines and engagement with village communities. These efforts were underlined 

and supported by the validation of the organization and its members through external authorities such 

as local agricultural officers or members of the project committee. There were attempts, at least 

ideologically, to link up with government actors, but local governance was not in favour of Tuki and 

national governance did not have the reach to collaborate or incorporate them the way it would have 

been desired at the time. Towards the end of the project, a fundamental crisis for the SAF, debates 

around the movement’s independence became more present and started creating an identity of Tuki that 

was separate from the project. The field moved towards internal stabilization through independent 

management of work that reduced the reliance on guidance and frameworks from SDC, and the 

formulation of a constitution as well as a code of conduct. These were the first clear signs of the intended 

institutionalization but the project as well as the movements founders were unable to finalize this step 

due to administrative issues that at the time that only changed after the declaration of a multiparty 

democracy. 

The selection of members might be perceived biased for only choosing well-standing, respected, 

male members of communities, but this was most likely crucial for the impact of the approach as it 

succeeded where JMDP did not. Their position within the villages and their social skill enabled the 

selected individuals to create trust and a sense of common interest that secured their support and 

cooperation. Although SDC focused on integration of women and gender equality it was not possible to 

integrate women into the first trainings as the literacy rate among them was extremely low and cultural 

standards would not have allowed for a woman to leave her household and attend training for two weeks 

on her own. A good cognitive ability that enables to read individuals and environments is necessary for 

mobilization. Extremely skilled individuals were needed for the establishment of this field, to identify 

the opportunity present in the existing system with its constraints and translate this into a frame of action 

that creates a collective identity that strives for cooperative action. Creating an identity that moves away 

from the distanced and disengaged worldview that was predominant in rural Nepal at the time but still 

creates a sense of common goals and inclusion was essential. Most crucial to this stage of identity 

creation is the use of already existing systems of rules and knowledge, such as global discourses on rural 

development, to mobilize groups that are yet to join the field and convince them to collaborate. 

Within the villages the arrival of a new form of expertise and leadership destabilized the existing 

hierarchical leadership structures and started an episode of contention that would last until the end of 

the Panchayat. The three mechanism that are at the core of contention can be observed in the interactions 

of the Tuki with the SAF of village life. The Tuki were challenging traditional leadership informed by 

the trainings received from IHDP which created the collective attribution of opportunity to this situation. 

This opportunity was then linked to the organizational vehicle of ‘the Tuki’. The exposure of taken for 

granted rules, such as the hierarchical organization of village life through the panchayat, the surrendering 

to suffering and the clear segregation of women in society led to a questioning of their benefits and a 

shift in perspective of field actors. The group started to consciously violate field rules and defend group 

interests. A failed contestation could have been devastating for individuals and the whole field alike. 

Cases like that of the nearly arrested Tuki officers show that the challenge was not without risk and that 

the leadership of the time was aware of the threat coming from the Tuki. The fact that Tuki were able to 

successfully contest leadership positions is linked to a very clear, collective action frame that provided 

the individual Tukis with the security needed to persist in their actions without fear for consequences. 

The fact that rural development at the time was strongly separated from political perspectives, and even 

later critiqued to be too apolitical, enabled the Tuki to frame their actions within the field of rural 

development that was outside of the reach of local governance units. The fact that Nepal was involved 

as a donor and actor in the project gave the approach further credibility. It is unclear if the Panchayat 

would have been similarly accepting towards Tuki, were it not included in the project that originated the 
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approach. A massive turning point in this regard was the visit of the king in 1985 that gave Tukis trust 

and credibility beyond the frame of project activities. After this the SAF of the villages pivoted towards 

a new point of settlement that was constructed around Tuki as legitimate leaders slowly bringing them 

to the position of incumbents. 
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4.2. Democratization 
 

4.2.1.  Findings 
 

 
 

1: 1990 End of Integrated Hill Development Project 

2: 1991 Registration of Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA) 

3: ca. 1992 Women literacy campaign 

4: 1996 Start of Nepal-Swiss Community Forestry Project 

Fig. 5 Timeline of most important events during Democratization 

Just when IHDP ended in 1990 the democratic movement emerged, and Nepal became a 

parliamentary multi-party democracy after centuries of monarchy (Fig. 5, event 1). All aspects of the 

project, except the Tuki, were handed off to their respective government agency but Tuki remained 

without affiliation. The government did either not take the approach seriously or was not willing to 

invest into it at the time. It was clear for the Tuki that they wanted to continue their work, but they had 

only limited understanding of the administrative effort needed to legally register as an organization 

which was needed after the change in governance. The Tuki approached SDC for support and 

collaboration during this time and they were contracted as an NGO to take care of a User Support Group 

(USG) project that they were running at the time. SDC also gave trainings on management and 

organization, as well as legal issues to Tuki members to prepare them for their independent activities 

and assisted with the formulation of a constitution/legislation. Local politicians, intellectuals and 

farmers were included in the discussions surrounding the legislation as Tuki was always focused on the 

needs of its peers. Those first moments of establishment were very hectic and highly contested. A 

committee was elected that was to be responsible of the selection of new members. 

In 1991 the Rural Development Tuki Association was registered as a member-based non-profit 

organization, as a civil society in the social welfare council as well as an NGO in the NGO Federation 

of Nepal (Fig. 5, event 2). The focus on rural development in general rather than agriculture specifically 

led to the name being as it is, but as all Tukis were farmers agriculture remained a core topic. After the 

foundation of the Association RDTA approached SDC for support and became directly funded, a 

collaboration that was to continue until 2003. The first years after the end of IHDP, RDTA was focusing 

on agricultural projects mainly as this were the responsibilities that they received from SDC. Forest and 

Health were being implemented by other actors, but Tuki were involved as facilitators and collaborators. 

As RDTA originated in a project that was following an integrated framework, they were used to work 

in different sectors and combine expertise to an inclusive, complete package. This gave them a lot of 

flexibility in handling integrated issues and SDC was happy to make use of their expertise. The areas of 

responsibility kept expanding as SDC approached the organization with more and more new topics such 

as reconstruction and education next to the already existing topics of water management, irrigation, basic 

healthcare and forestry. The variety of projects that SDC was engaged with helped increasing the 

network that RDTA started to establish in Dolakha just as much as RDTA’s connection to village 

communities helped SDC implement projects. A shift from home gardening towards vegetable 

production and more commercial approaches was happening during this time, but funding for agriculture 

was continuously declining so it declined in importance within the activities of RDTA. 

The RDTA started to get more competition from other NGO as the creation of groups and 

organizations became easier with democratization, but the fact that they had already established 

connections to public and private actors and were supported by SDC gave them a competitive advantage 

and secured their position. It was hard for newly emerging NGO’s to compete with the manpower and 

expertise of Tuki, coupled with their reach and reputation. Additionally, there was an influx of new 

funds that were supporting the newly established government, so there were enough resources for RDTA 
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and other NGO’s to tap. During this period the topics of climate change, women rights and 

indigenous/ethnic minorities were receiving major attention. 

More Tuki were being recruited at the time with support of SDC, but a major constraint that was 

identified was the low number of female Tukis due to low literacy rates among women (13%). RDTA 

started a large-scale informal campaign for basic literacy and raised the percentage to 66% within an 

incredibly short time (Fig. 5, event 3). The government was also engaging in a program for women 

literacy at the time but was unable to reach the same level of success as RDTA. Literacy was an 

important step in the empowerment of minorities and local communities as this gave individuals the 

ability to articulate needs to government officials. Furthermore, they started the establishment of groups 

in the villages that were led by a local Tuki and were supposed to increase agency, self-reliance and 

collaboration as well as empower people to collaborate and voice their needs and opinions. These groups 

developed their own forms of governance with elected positions increasing the villager’s engagement 

in politics and debate leading to an increased representation of Tuki and their ideologies in local 

governance. Especially women that were elected into political positions were either from RDTA’s 

literacy courses, their groups, or where Tuki themselves. The creation of groups and the heightened 

representation in local governance improved collaboration with the communities significantly and 

enabled Tuki to create a bottom up flow of information that would inform their activities as well as the 

ones of local governance. The movement/organization was gaining a lot of presence, popularity and 

momentum in the villages together with individuals become more and more conscious about 

development. Also, other civil society voices became stronger and debates around social and political 

changes became more present. 

Even though more and more Tuki became involved in local and regional politics the organization 

maintained a non-political stance, collaborated with all different actors and insisted that they: “have 

politics, but only Tuki politics”. This was relevant to maintain functioning of the organization as shortly 

after the establishment of the parliamentary multiparty democracy the two major parties (congress and 

communist) engaged in debates and started a political conflict that divided the district. In order to 

continue their collaboration with all individuals and parties it was essential for Tuki to maintain a neutral 

image as well as the trust, respect, and good faith of important local actors. Some local individuals did 

perceive the organization or at least some members to become more affiliated with political identities 

and be less focused on their work 

The network and the connections that RDTA started to establish coupled with their excellent 

reputation made a pristine platform and facilitator for development in Dolakha. It was easier for external 

actors to access the network established by RDTA rather than establishing their own teams, approach 

villages for collaboration, and coordinate with local governance. This process could take years, whereas 

collaborating with RDTA would lead to lower barriers to entry, immediate results and reduced conflicts 

with local governance. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) took advantage of this at 

the time, implementing projects straight through RDTA. 

At this time Switzerland invested large sums of money into formal technical education within 

some of their other projects such as Nepal-Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP) (Fig. 5, event 

4). Many of these individuals that received training at that time are now high-ranking officials on 

regional or national scale or have moved to Kathmandu or abroad to make use of their opportunities. 
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4.2.2.  Analysis 
 

 

 

Some of the most important results from the time period from 1990 until 1996 that is referred to 

as --‘Democratization’ are summarized above (Fig. 6). The changes in governance and administration 

enabled the Tuki to finalize the pivot towards institutionalized settlement by creating their own 

organization and creating an official claim to the collective nature of the movement. The fact that SDC 

gave RDTA responsibility over a project and employed them as an NGO to implement said project 

might have led to their dual status as association and NGO and the confusion around this fact. Members 

from SDC at the time were confused about this administrative framework and inquired the reason for 

the double registration. Members of RDTA clarified that at the time any organization that was not under 

state administration was considered an NGO and that they did not see themselves as an NGO. The 

conflict between these two identities can be felt today more than ever as the identity of an NGO has 

clearly impacted RDTA’s functioning, perspective and targets. This will be discussed in further detail 

in a later chapter. 

The field rules and the relationships governing rural life and development changed drastically and 

with it the Tuki became a leading actor within rural development in Dolakha. The backing of SDC and 

connections to the multitude of projects they were running at the time helped RDTA to establish the 

incumbent position within the field and maintain it for several years. Various challengers emerged at 

the time as with the democratization of the country the creation of organizations such as NGO’s and 

civil society actors and their management became significantly easier. This led to more competition 

within the state of Dolakha, but the organizational head start guaranteed them a favourable position. 

Fligstein and McAdam (2011) identify three major factors that help incumbents withstand external 

pressure. These are ‘resource advantages’, ‘perception of security’ and ‘support of allies’. RDTA had 

all of these during the ruptures created by the democratization of Nepal. The resource advantage was 

present through the first indirect and then direct financial support from SDC, the perception of security 

was given as RDTA felt empowered by the creation of their organization, the backing of an entire project 

and even statements from the king and the support of allies was ensured through a thorough reach into 

the villages that secured RDTA’s position horizontally as well as collaborations with new SDC projects 

that linked the organization to other actors within rural development. 

The formal governance units, such as national agencies and international donor councils, within 

the sector of rural development reduced their control with narratives of entrepreneurship and reduced 

state intervention becoming more dominant within rural development discourses. SDC tried to actively 

 
Position in SAF of Rural Development Incumbent 

Resources and network guaranteed head start and secured position 

Position in SAF of villages Incumbent 

Highly influential on village politics 

SAF of RDTA Becoming institutionalized, establishing ties with state and non-state 

actors 

Important for SAF Creation of RDTA as association and NGO 

Engagement with women through literacy campaign 

Fig. 6 Summary of relevant results from Democratization 
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push for RDTA’s financial and ideological independence and balance continuous support with efforts 

to push for a decoupling. Within RDTA on the other hand governance units became increasingly 

important with a general assembly and an elected council being established to run the organization. 

The primary goal of strategic action is the maintenance of stable social worlds through 

cooperation. This cooperation is based on an understanding of common interests and needs which in 

return is dependent on the cognitive capacity of the individuals framing lines of action and mobilizing 

people. The collective identity of lead-farmers that work for the benefit and the development of the rural 

areas enabled RDTA to collaborate with all the political parties (mainly communist and congress) that 

were emerging at the time. The identity of an apolitical organization focusing on rural development 

rather than political action once again preserved them from becoming part of the political disputes and 

competition of the time. 

The fact that RDTA was not incorporated into state agencies like the other topics of IHDP 

suggests contestation of ideas within the government agencies right around the time of democratization. 

The Nepalese government clearly supported ideas regarding the Tuki’s independence and integration 

into government structures. It is possible that the individuals that were responsible of the agricultural 

agency and extension at the time of hand over did not feel capable to manage RDTA, did not agree with 

their approach and ideals or was afraid that they would disrupt and challenge the status quo within the 

government agencies to a point where they might have changed the processes that are fundamental to 

governance and development. These are speculations, but the momentum the movement had generated 

at the time makes it seem plausible, if not even probable, that certain individuals within governance 

were afraid of the potential impact the entry of Tuki into a new SAF could have had. 

Within the villages the Tuki had reached a very comfortable point of settlement with many Tukis 

or members of groups founded by Tuki were in leadership positions and had significant impact on village 

level politics. Efforts to improve women literacy further cemented this position by increasing the number 

of women representatives and their agency and engagement in local decision making. These campaigns 

for literacy were very successful and showed more impact than similar programs run by the state. This 

further improved the Tukis reputation and representation within the villages. 

This episode in the history of RDTA and rural development in Dolakha is identified by a tendency 

towards settlement as new institutional frameworks and orders were being refined. A collective sense 

of security and vision of a democratic and developed Nepal brought actors together, expanded rural 

development topics and enabled RDTA to stabilize its internal structure as well as its position within 

the broader SAF. 
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4.3. Maoist Insurgency 
 

4.3.1.  Findings 
 

 
 

1: 1999 Registration of Cooperative 

2: 2003 End of direct funding by Swiss Agency for Development 

Cooperation (SDC) 

3: 2005 First Collaboration with Cwin Nepal 

Fig. 7 Timeline of most important events during the Maoist Insurgency 

During the Maoist insurgency work for NGO’s and civil society actors became significantly more 

difficult. Many NGO’s had to stop their work or individuals were exiled because they were thought to 

be against the Maoists. Tuki’s were considered local leadership and not directly affiliated with any 

parties. The excellent reputation Tuki had in and outside of the villages made it impossible for the 

Maoists to interfere with their activities as it would have resulted in a loss of backing from the villagers. 

The Maoist were aware of this reputation and the position Tukis had in village communities because 

they originated from these same rural communities in which the Tuki were active. 

There were of course still issues for RDTA. It was more difficult to communicate, and coordinate 

and some individuals had to act independently or interrupt their initiatives if the situation became too 

risky and unstable. It was harder to implement district level initiatives. Compared to other organizations 

the Tuki were able to continue their work largely uncontested. SDC was able to continue their general 

assemblies and meeting with and through Tuki which impressed many locals and gave them hope to 

continue their efforts. The recruitment of new members stagnated during this phase, which was officially 

attributed to lacking funds, but is most likely also related to the political turbulence at the time that made 

recruiting efforts risky and suspicious. RDTA also created a cooperative in 1999 that was supposed to 

take care of see multiplication and distribution as well as work towards the independence of Tuki and 

support their own project efforts (Fig. 7, event 1). 

During most of the conflict era SDC continued their support for RDTA and helped them construct 

an office in Charikot. In 2003 this changed with the announcement that SDC was not going to be able 

to directly support the organization anymore and that they would be moving out of Dolakha into other 

districts for their projects (Fig. 7, event 2). There are different reasons that were attributed to this move: 

Firstly, there was a local politician in Dolakha, an elected member of the congress party, that was not 

on good terms with Switzerland and international donors in general and told those actors that their 

influence in Dolakha was no longer needed. This might have led to a loss of trust between parties and 

the subsequent move away from donors. Another reason that was articulated was that SDC might have 

been afraid to support the Maoist efforts, as Dolakha was a very important station for the rebels. Some 

voices claim that other districts in Nepal were complaining about the intense investment Dolakha had 

received over decades compared to their districts. The last topic that was commonly referred to, was the 

fact that international development is time and result based. It was unlikely for SDC to keep investing 

into the same district and the same organizations indefinitely. It is not clear whether SDC left because 

they felt they goals were reached, or because they did not reach them but were running out of time and 

budget and weren’t able to extend the frame of their support. It is important to note that SDC phased-

out support for all projects that were ongoing in Dolakha district between 2003 and 2010 and entirely 

moved into Ramechhap and districts in the west of the country. 

No matter the reason the end of the support of SDC came as a surprise to RDTA, even though the 

organization was supposed to be independent from the end of IHDP and this had been communicated to 

the founding members. After more than 25 years of direct support it might not have been as present in 

the minds of members that this funding was ultimately limited. SDC continued to indirectly support 

RDTA through projects until 2006/7 and other projects run by SDC, such as NSCFP, helped link RDTA 
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to new funds and projects. Cooperation with other projects became more difficult with the step-back of 

SDC as a funder. Statements of SDC at the time indicate that they were convinced to have brought 

RDTA to a point of stability that would enable them to be self-reliant and manage their organization on 

their own. The Individuals that took over the leadership of RDTA at that time felt responsible to carry 

forth the spirit of Tuki and continue the legacy that SDC had left. In 2005 collaboration with Cwin Nepal 

started (Fig. 7, event 3). This was an important connection as Cwin Nepal was funded by and working 

with Forut Norway, who were to become a major partner and supporter of RDTA from 2008 until today. 

In 2006 RDTA started collaborating with Save the Children Norway for reconstruction of schools that 

had been destroyed during the civil war. Both these organizations were mainly active in child rights and 

reconstruction shifting the working focus of Tuki towards these topics. 
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4.3.2.  Analysis 
 

 

Some of the most important results from the timespan from 1996 until 2006 that is referred to as 

‘Maoist Insurgency’ are summarized above (Fig. 8). Unfortunately, the scope of this work does not 

allow for an in-depth analysis of how the Maoist movement gained popularity and was able to contest 

the national governance for an entire decade from the perspective of SAF’s. For general understanding 

this contestation, like most, can be attributed to external shocks and ruptures that were strong enough to 

question the status-quo and create a new common understanding of the rules and purpose of different 

SAF’s. The Maoist perceived the opportunity to use the rural people’s frustration with the governance 

of the country to create fundamental changes to the countries organizational structure and narrative. For 

districts that were at the core of this conflict it meant that the incumbent structures of governance were 

overthrown and replaced with the Maoist movement that started in the villages of the mountainous areas. 

The governance unit within the movement became increasingly important to ensure compliance with 

their own understanding of the field rules and enforcing them with violence and threats. The onset of 

insecurity propelled the country into an intense field of contestation that remained unstable throughout 

the entirety of the insurgency. The perturbation was able to create thorough chaos because it destabilized 

and rearranged many of the vertical dependencies, especially towards state actors. The shared sense of 

uncertainty and the continuous mobilization of forces that prevailed in most areas is a clear indicator for 

a prolonged episode of contention. External actors helped impose a settlement towards the end of the 

insurgency. 

Within the field of rural development in Dolakha the change in the broader environment and 

vertically depending fields had dramatic impacts. Many organizations were forced to stop projects, 

suspend their work or even leave the district to ensure their own safety. Anyone and everyone that was 

not clearly for the Maoists was perceived to be against them. SDC had to restructure some of its projects 

and give more independence to its actors to continue their work, weakening their control of the field. 

They were able to continue their general assembly and some of the meetings with RDTA which was 

very impressive for many locals that had dealt with the Maoists and gave them and the Tuki hope and 

motivation to continue their efforts despite the conflicts 

 
 

Position in SAF of Rural Development Incumbent → Challenger 

Most other actors forced to stop or exiled 

After divestment from SDC internal crisis destabilizes position 

Position in SAF of villages Incumbent 

Maoists tried to challenge this position but RDTA was able to 

withstand the crisis through support of villagers 

SAF of RDTA Maintaining collective identity and targets as well as general 

stability and network. Divestment of SDC creates major funding 

crisis 

Important for SAF External Shock (Maoist Insurgency) 

Unified vision of development Position as non-political 

Readjusting to new financial situation 

Fig. 8 Summary of relevant results from the Maoist Insurgency 
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RDTA was most likely one of the only actors that was able to continue its activities mostly 

unhindered. The Tuki had such a good reputation in the villages that the Maoists, that were a challenger 

of the Tuki leadership in the villages, were unable to contest their position and had to leave them to do 

their work. The villagers understood that RDTA was working for their benefit and supported their stance 

while RDTA capitalized on their capacity to maintain a unified vision and narrative that contained them 

not being political actors, but agents of development. This once again enabled RDTA to survive and 

continue their work despite heavy contestation. It was more difficult for them to manage initiatives on 

a district level so many members acted more independently but the understanding of common interest 

and the previous mobilization of individuals, villages and groups and the resulting collective action 

frame and identity preserved the stability of RDTA’s SAF. 

As more and more market-oriented approaches within agriculture became prevalent throughout 

the 90’s, the organization decided to split production of seeds and the promotion of commercial 

agriculture from the general activities and created their own cooperative in 1999. This is the first official 

split that happened within the SAF of RDTA. This cooperative was also supposed to generate some 

minor income and to support RDTA and work towards its financial independence. Unfortunately, the 

cooperative was unable to deliver on what was expected. This was later attributed to failed management 

and lack of understanding of market activities and value chain approaches. A reason for this could be 

that even though the cooperative was created as a separate entity and a new field, its rules and structure 

were heavily influenced from the main organization as it evolved out of their SAF. The original 

organization has very limited experience with generation of income and a value chain approaches 

focused on commercial activities. They had been engaging in non-profit, voluntary work that required 

an immense personal investment from its members and was built on the collective desire to improve the 

living condition of villagers in the area. A profit-oriented cooperative that is supposed to produce and 

distribute seeds as well as create market access for its members and partners must build on 

fundamentally different frameworks and understandings of the environment. 

Shortly after the topic of financial dependence became more relevant than ever as SDC announced 

that they would end their support for RDTA in 2003. As mentioned previously there are several theories 

regarding the reasons for their divestment, but no matter what the reason was, their decision had 

significant impacts on RDTA and rural development in Dolakha for the following years. RDTA’s 

independence was one of SDC’s targets even before the organization was officially registered, so after 

25 years of direct financial support they either felt that RDTA was sufficiently stable to manage itself 

or were unable to justify further investments. Even though some members are discontent with how 

management at the time handled the situation it is unlikely that SDC would have continued their support 

indefinitely as this is uncommon in development aid. The funds from SDC had enabled RDTA to remain 

in a comfortable position within rural development as this resource advantage allowed them to stabilize 

their status as an incumbent and invest flexibly into their own projects and campaign such as the women 

literacy campaign. SDC continued to indirectly support the organization and the whole district 

throughout their fadeout that ended in 2010, but it became significantly more difficult for RDTA to 

collaborate with projects as there were very limited resources to pay their own workers and initiatives. 

This external shock started a wave of internal contestation in RDTA that has, in some forms, 

persisted until today. Some were discontent with SDC’s decision, some wanted to fight for SDC’s 

support and some advocated for financial independence of the organization. These divergent visions of 

financing are at the core of the conception of the organization which raises questions regarding the 

communication between different layers of management. Was the leadership of RDTA truly aware that 

funding would stop eventually? If yes, did the members on lower levels of administration know so as 

well? How much were members aware of the financial dependence of the organization? New individuals 

took over the management at the time and felt responsible to carry forth the spirit and idea of Tuki. In 

2005 and 2006 RDTA partnered with new donors in the form of Cwin Nepal and Save the Children 

Norway. These two donors significantly shifted the focus of the organization towards child rights and 

reconstruction, which were two topics previously absent in their portfolio. This sent other ripples 

through the SAF of the organization that were only to be felt afterwards. Certain members felt 

overwhelmed to take over all the new responsibilities and/or did not remain as engaged in their villages 

and claimed lacking resources as a reason for the inability to recruit new members or implement works 

and trainings. These are symptoms of a contestation of core values of the RDTA that started to manifest 

with the change of donors and SDC’s retreat from Dolakha district. 
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4.4.  Post-Conflict 
 

4.4.1.  Findings 
 

 
 

1: 2008 Start of partnership with Forut Norway 

2: 2015 Earthquake 

Fig. 9 Timeline of most important events after the end of the armed conflict 

After the end of the conflict the afore mentioned collaboration with Forut Norway that started in 

2008 became pivotal for RDTA (Fig. 9, event 1). Cwin Nepal also remained a major donor until today. 

Since the funding crisis during the later stages of the Maoist insurgency more than a dozen national and 

international organizations have collaborated with RDTA. The partners believed in their ability to uplift 

the living standard of people in Dolakha. The organization supported the newly established state through 

raising awareness around topics of social development and governance. Civil society has played a key 

role in state transformation and is perpetually being transformed itself by the occurring changes. The 

medium that originally enabled the first individuals to voice their opinions has now become a stable part 

of society and its evolution. 

With the transition to new donors the focus of RDTA shifted more towards livelihood and income 

generation, education of children, child and women rights and health, women empowerment and 

leadership as well as clean drinking water and agricultural production that remained important topics. It 

is important to note that the Tuki have always been following a multi-sectoral, integrated approach. The 

changes in funding merely shift the weight of certain topics within the organization. The funding for 

agriculture, RDTA’s original focus and strength, has been declining continuously since the phase-out of 

IHDP and so has their capacity to invest their own resources into this topic. The addition of new sectors 

increases the organization’s expertise and thus expands their competence. This does mostly reflect the 

position of the organization, as the individuals that are supposed to keep informed on this variety of 

subject and implement respective initiatives are being increasingly overwhelmed and some Tuki seem 

not to be as engaged in their individual responsibilities as they once were.  

A heavy earthquake hit Nepal and Dolakha specifically in 2015 and destroyed most houses, 

schools and temples (Fig. 9, event 2). Public services were disrupted, and humanitarian aid was being 

distributed which created an influx of national and international agencies. Switzerland only joined the 

reconstruction efforts for one hospital and one temple in Dolakha, otherwise they remained active as 

donors in other districts. The government, together with the United Nations Mission for International 

Assistance and other international donors created the District Disaster Rescue Committee that informs 

and coordinates the efforts. Tuki was actively engaging and collaborating with this committee. Within 

humanitarian aid the Tuki were responsible of the northern parts of Dolakha due to their excellent 

network and the trust that was still present in most villages. They distributed food packages, tarps for 

temporary accommodation and provided counselling for individuals in need. RDTA has been a major 

actor in reconstruction since and has reconstructed over 500 buildings. Since the earthquake their work 

has been mostly focused on reconstruction and disaster risk reduction. Forut has funded the 

reconstruction of Schools as well as a WASH project together with Cwin Nepal. RDTA acknowledged 

that they were getting most of the contracts for rebuilding after the earthquakes but stated that they were 

not trying to create a monopoly. All organizations that could contribute with their resources and 

expertise should cooperate for the construction; but many organizations lacked the necessary manpower 

and reach to operate the needed tasks. RDTA was only able to give very minimal support to its own 

members, providing a tarp for temporary housing and a small sum of cash for those most affected. The 

change in funding also affected RDTA’s capacity to carry out their own projects with local governments 

or through own initiatives stating that: ‘there is a difference between the development we want, and the 

growth others give’. 
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In the agricultural sector the focus kept shifting towards more market-oriented models and 

visions. The population of Dolakha is also continuously developing more of an entrepreneurial approach 

to vegetable production with the realization that a lot of food is being imported which creates a great 

opportunity for regional and national markets.  

The number of newly recruited members kept stagnating through this phase, even though the 

funding from donors and the political environment stabilized. The reasoning remains the lack of funding 

resulting in limited resources to expand the vision of the RDTA into new districts and extend their reach 

within Dolakha. The lack of resources is also said to be responsible for the inability to cope with all the 

issues and needs of the population. The awareness for issues of the rural has been raised to the point 

where Tuki are unable to provide all the help needed on their own. Some branches have become 

completely dysfunctional which can be related to the overwhelming amount of issues to be tackled and 

the loss of motivation of individuals or groups responsible of those branches. 
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4.4.2.  Analysis 
 

 

Some of the most important results from the time period from 2006 until 2018 that is referred to 

as ‘Post-Conflict’ are summarized above (Fig. 10). Although the violence ended around 2006 and the 

old order was restored with certain adjustments, the episodes of contention continued throughout the 

post-conflict phase with intense debates on national level regarding Nepal’s constitution and Federal 

set-up. Issues of representation and exclusion that were some of the most important triggers for the 

success of the Maoist insurgency persisted throughout these phases and only started to be resolved with 

time.  

The surge of the Maoists and their control over the rural areas had destabilized rural development 

in the area with many implementors fleeing into exile and multiple donors changing their focus or 

moving into other countries or districts. At the same time RDTA suffered a funding crisis initiated by 

SDC’s divestment from the organization that changed their position within the SAF and started 

increasing internal debates. The end of the armed conflict saw many new international actors and civil 

society organizations enter the area and start work mostly focused on livelihood, income, education as 

well as women and children rights. RDTA collaborated with a multitude of different partners after the 

conflict due to their excellent reputation throughout the district and their ability to connect to village 

communities. The organization was adjusting its interactions to the new order and stabilizing its position. 

The further broadening of topics of the organization led to increasing contention within its ranks. 

Individuals were increasingly unable to cover the broad array of subjects the organization was working 

with. RDTA couldn’t fully return to its incumbent position until an environmental shock created a new 

crisis in the SAF of rural development in Dolakha. 

The earthquake of 2015 destroyed large parts of the district and sent massive ruptures through all 

affected SAF’s. The entry of humanitarian aid actors changed the dynamics of rural development in 

Dolakha towards catastrophe aid and reconstruction work. RDTA’s network and reach instantly made 

them a prime partner for interventions and catapulted them back into an incumbent position. Most other 

 
Position in SAF of Rural Development Challenger → Incumbent 

More NGO’s enter field, more competition. 

After earthquake their network allows RDTA to recover the 

Incumbent position 

Position in SAF of villages Incumbent → Challenger 

Since the end of SDC’s funding certain branches have become 

dysfunctional, Tuki’s start increasingly relying on funds for their 

services 

SAF of RDTA First serious episodes of contention within the organization 

Challenge of balancing responsibilities of an association and an 

NGO 

Important for SAF Collective identity 

Needs of environment and individuals 

External shock (earthquake) 

Fig. 10 Summary of most relevant results from the Post-Conflict period 
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organizations struggled heavy losses through the earthquake themselves and were unable to mobilize 

the manpower needed for reconstruction and emergency aid. Although this position was something 

generally desired by the organization, the collective purpose of the SAF had fundamentally shifted. To 

maintain a stable social world the Tuki coordinated their efforts with local disaster committees, 

distributed food and basic support items and rebuilt schools and houses. The collective focus at the time 

was survival, reconstruction and trying to get back to normality. The social skill to recognize this and 

adapt working targets and partnerships was essential to ensure the continuation of the institution. 

Although this work ensured the survival of the organization it was far outside their original focus on 

development and agriculture. 

Funding at that time was very project specific and only focused around disaster risk reduction or 

reconstruction, which majorly impaired RDTA’s ability to invest in its own initiatives and formulate its 

own projects. More and more members struggled with the new identity and felt unable to take on the 

new range of responsibilities that was being added on top of the already broad and integrated approach 

that originated Tuki in the beginning. Loss of motivation and increasing reliance on financial means for 

minor activities led to certain branches becoming dysfunctional and member numbers stagnating. 

Although the organization has reached a favourable position in the SAF that used to be focused around 

rural development in Nepal, it increasingly struggles with contention within its own SAF. 
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4.5. Today 
 

4.5.1.  Findings 
 

This chapter will be focusing on how the RDTA presents itself today, what challenges it is facing 

in the immediate, and near future and what opportunities exist to make the most of the current situation. 

 

Brochures and Annual Reports. RDTA today has around 600 members. This number has been 

stagnant since the second half of the 90’s. The brochure provided by the organization, published before 

the earthquake, is the most recent public document that serves to represent the RTDA’s identity. They 

still see themselves as an organization of lead-farmers that is being run by a general assembly with an 

executive committee as the governing body of the organization. Local committees are elected by 

members of the area. Their vision is that of a “strengthened, dignified, inclusive, democratic and self-

reliant society”. The mission is centred around sustainable community development, community 

empowerment, good governance, sustainable mobilization of local resources and institutional 

development with the goal of the organization being to uplift the living standard of marginalized people. 

The listing of their objectives is a clear reflection of the fact that the organization originated in an 

integrated project as it includes such a vast array of topics that it is hard to understand what RDTA does 

not do. The spheres of action present a similar picture, showing the evolution of topics throughout the 

lifespan of RDTA (Table 1).  

Table 1 The ‚Objectives‘ and ‚Spheres of Action‘ of the RDTA as presented in their Brochure, ‚Main Tasks‘ taken 

from their 2017 Annual Report 

Objectives Spheres of Action Main Tasks (2017) 

• Integrated participatory rural 

development in inclusive and 

organized manner  

• Increase alternative livelihood 

options 

• Contribute to development, 

conservation and maintenance 

of infrastructure (energy, 

drinking water, irrigation) 

• Harmonize developmental 

activities with environment 

and culture 

• Improve public and 

community health 

• Increase access and outreach 

of community for education 

• Protection of child, women, 

farmers and over all human 

rights 

• Promote good governance in 

development process and 

institutions 

• Strengthen the organization 

with means and resources 

• Capacity development (Tuki 

is capacity building tool) 

• Group mobilization 

• Economic activities 

(commercialization of 

agriculture) 

• Vegetable production 

• Seed production 

• Livestock farming 

• Fruit production 

• Marketing of local products 

• Technology transfer 

• Infrastructural support 

• Group saving funds 

• Non-formal and formal 

education 

• Public health 

• Water and sanitation 

• Forest Conservation 

• Human Rights 

• Publication of community 

magazine 

• Social mobilization and 

consolidation 

• Agricultural production, food 

security, entrepreneurship and 

livelihoods 

• Forest and Environment 

Protection 

• Education and Literacy 

• Social Infrastructure 

• Empowering Women and 

Children 

• Drinking water sanitation and 

sanitation 

• Hazard mitigation and climate 

change adaptation 

• Reconstruction 

• Creation of education, 

information, education and 

communication materials and 

behaviour change 

communication materials 

• Release Institutional Capacity 

Development 

 

In an annual progress report published in 2017 the points referred to as mission in the Brochure 

were called goals with the addition of savings and credit, as well as cooperative activities. Their 

objectives had been reduced to improvement of quality of life of community members through 
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conducting programs at community level that lead to sustainable development. The spheres of action 

had been transformed into main tasks (Table 1). 

The main strategy by which these things are to be achieved is termed as participatory sustainable 

developmental planning combined with cooperation and coordination with developmental stakeholders, 

government agencies and local bodies. Forut Norway and Cwin Nepal remain major partners, as well as 

the Asian Development Bank, FAO, Save the Children, Helen Keller International, LiBird and Plan 

International. The organization is continuously cooperating with a variety of international development 

agencies and organizations as well as government agencies. The primary assets of the organization are 

the commitment of its members and the affiliated network as well as the specialization on a variety of 

development activities. More than 250 groups that have been formed through Tuki remain active and 

functioning and enable other organizations that coordinate implementation with and through them to 

improve their reach and minimize costs. The needs of the communities are identified through 

participatory methods with a specific focus of women and ‘backward’ people. Empowering of local 

leaders, and women specifically, to overcome the distortions of society leading to equitable development 

has been at the core of the organization since the beginning of the approach. RDTA claims to be one of 

the most successful organizations in the district successful in reaching its goals through People Centred 

Development (PCD). The code of conduct of the organization includes restrictions on smoking and 

alcohol, no physical punishment or abuse of children, no political affiliation or favouring, respectful 

treatment of peers, no discrimination of any form, personal hygiene and a willing engagement with the 

community. There is a magazine that is being published collecting success stories of Tukis in the area 

that is receiving good response from educated groups of people. 

The cooperative that was created in 1999 is the branch of the organization that is to provide market 

access and handle market-oriented interventions for agricultural products. Furthermore, the income 

generated from the cooperative is supposed to sustain the activities of the association. However, this is 

not successful and is unable to generate meaningful income. This is attributed to failed management of 

the cooperative and lacking coordination with the association. The organization still envisions Dolakha 

to progress into commercial mass production of vegetable and other agricultural products such as kiwi 

for national as well as international markets. There are internal debates surrounding the topics of organic 

and integrated production. Most farmers in the area already produce organic, which would make it easy 

to promote the corresponding techniques and market the products on specific high-value markets. 

Integrate production does present the opportunity to increase yields drastically with only minimal 

application of pesticides and fertilizers. RDTA has been approached by a local factory in order to 

promote their products. Local government is becoming increasingly aware of the importance of 

agriculture and the organic boom which presents an opportunity for RDTA to collaborate for technical 

assistance. 

 

Federal State, NGO’s and Tuki in Dolakha. Since the establishment of a federal state and its 

corresponding governance agencies more responsibility has been shifted toward local agencies. There 

is increased competition for development funds as more NGO’s are entering the market and more 

projects are being handled by state actors than before. NGO’s focus more on the provision of social 

services and are highly localized and often privatized. The trust in NGO’s is also fading due to lacking 

transparency in funding and cooperation/coordination. It is difficult for local individuals to follow and 

understand the mechanisms of funding and implementation within NGO’s as well as the interactions 

with local governance. The success of NGO’s is also highly dependent on their ability to tap national 

and international resources which is increasingly done via internet and other digital media. RDTA is 

currently struggling with this but used to be extremely efficient, combining it with an unrivalled reach 

into communities to distribute said resources. The internet has drastically changed how NGO’s and 

donors interact and how international development communicates in general. There is a clear lack of 

expertise in this field on the side of RDTA. From RDTA this requires increased collaboration with those 

agencies and less flexibility regarding the implementation of own projects. A highly interdependent 

relationship has started to develop where RDTA provides local agencies with information from village 

levels to inform regional policies and in turn collaborates on government projects and adjusts their own 

projects and aims to the framework provided by the official sectors. This bottom up transportation of 

information is now more than ever a crucial responsibility of members. This together with the translation 

of issues and larger agendas into local level policies is one of the major strengths of RDTA. The 
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organization maintains collaboration with a multitude of local, national and international partners 

improving the reach and depth of their information network. The organization still emphasizes not be 

political.  

Tuki’s in local leadership positions are essential to maintain RDTA’s position and grow its 

influence on local governance and policies but conflicts in two rural municipalities are currently 

hindering progress. Dolakha as a region is still associated with the Tuki and their organization under 

farmers and the products they introduced remain characteristic for certain villages such as cauliflower 

in Sailung and potato in Mude. Their identity is still strongly linked to the image of farmers and most 

people see them as a “farmer association” and one of the most popular development actors in Dolakha. 

Members are proud to be a part of the organization and are still seen as a trusted partner in development 

for government and donors alike. Many of the old and founding members feel very strongly about the 

present situation and are worried for the future of the organization and the legacy they left for new 

members and Dolakha district. They still feel the responsibility to carry development into the villages 

that originated in IHDP under Swiss support. The effect of Swiss development aid, especially the road 

to Jiri, can still be felt in Dolakha and is an important part of the districts and the organizations history 

and identity. RDTA is still reminiscent of the time under support of SDC and would be interested in 

regaining their support. 

 

Issues in Dolakha. The outmigration of young, predominantly male, members of communities is 

still a major issue and RDTA puts its hopes into the government to support efforts that create incentives 

for these young individuals to remain in Dolakha and develop the local economy through their own 

visions. People lack perspective and staying in Dolakha does not have a good reputation, especially 

among young people. There are minor loans for returnees and there is an increased awareness among 

people compared to a decade ago. More people are informed about the poor working conditions abroad 

and realize that they can earn only slightly less while being at home with their families and build up 

their own livelihood. The migration rates increased after the earthquake. 

Land underutilization and abandonment is still a major issue in the area but could also be a 

potential to shift these barren surfaces to commercial production. Development of local infrastructure 

such as roads, irrigation and storage are identified as major needs for agricultural development by 

RDTA. A survey that identifies the needs of the rural youth, that could employ RDTA, could be 

beneficial to understand the reasons for migration and how to mitigate some of the effects. 

There is an urgent need for trained people in the local context as many individuals that received 

training in previous eras moved away to Kathmandu or even abroad creating a significant brain-drain. 

Even old Tuki members moved away and started other jobs. The training that RDTA would provide 

today for new Tukis would not have the same formal quality that the original training provided by SDC 

had but would focus on perspective building to foster the core topics of self-reliance and empowerment. 

It is unclear how these training units have been updated and reviewed throughout the time. There would 

be great potential for RDTA to link up with institutions of formal education. This could both increase 

the quality of training provided by/for Tuki, and the schooling provided by these technical universities 

as they would benefit from an increased network and applied case studies to deepen the understanding 

they provide to their scholars. 

 

Issues within the Organisation. The organization states the maintenance of functioning 

committees, increasing the number of members, staff turnover, regularity of funding, extension of 

working area and development of local governance as key challenges. Half of these challenges are 

concerned with financial stability or resources.  

Their ambition is to expand their approach to other districts and increase the number of members 

to 2000 as well as creating Tukis that are trained on a specific thematic. Member numbers have been 

stagnating for a long time and are unevenly distributed throughout the district. This is again attributed 

to lacking resources and funding. Although finances were the official reason for stagnating member 

numbers critiques to this narrative have been present mentioning that a change in perspective and 

updated recruiting initiatives are the only things needed to increase the number of members. The 

organization would like to have at least one male and female Tuki in every Village Development 

Committee (VDC, administrative unit of Nepal). Most of the original Tukis are now more than 60 years 

old and a change of generation is needed. Important members struggle to find replacements for their 
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position. One of the founding members moved away in order to distance himself from the organization 

and make place for new energy. He wanted to leave the organization and find new leadership, but 

reluctance of the management to let him go pushed him to create physical distance between himself and 

the association. He is still supporting the organization as a counsellor. The organization needs to change 

with the times and needs to engage young people to enable a generation shift and open the doors for the 

restructuring of the organization. This could also be crucial in updating the organization’s 

communication networks and establish a presence on social media and development platforms online. 

In 2018 nearly three quarters of the funding of the organization originated from Save the Children, 

with Sabal Program being the second biggest donor at 10% of their budget. Forut Norway provides 4% 

of the Tukis yearly budget and the FAO’s project accounts for 1%. Member Fee’s account for 0.02% 

and staff contributions to another 0.02% meaning that less than 0.1% of the yearly budget is self-

generated. 

The shift in funding and work since the earthquake has impacted RDTA’s capacity to implement 

its own projects and initiatives, becoming more of a passive actor and facilitator in rural development. 

This created increasingly divergent perspectives regarding the institution’s funding and vision. A part 

of the members doesn’t feel able to take on the extended range of subjects the organization has taken on 

throughout its diversification. There is need for debate surrounding the restructuring of the organization. 

Common propositions are the separation of activities into different branches and a clear separation of 

the non-profit NGO and the association, or the creation of an association of entrepreneurs. A separation 

of activities is crucial as the current situation lacks transparency regarding funds and work invested into 

respective subjects and projects. This could lead to the separation into different thematic branches but 

could also lead to a separation of the organization’s function as an NGO and an association. This would 

also give certain branches the opportunity to act independently from local governance as market actors 

and would reduce confusions within the general public regarding the nature of RDTA. For some it is 

unclear how the organization can maintain the dual identity of an NGO and an association while 

maintaining satisfaction of its members and partners. This would also enable parts of the organization 

to engage in market activities and generating their own revenue which would increase the over-all 

stability of the organization.  

The increased interest of village communities in commercial activities creates potential for RDTA 

to transition from an association of farmers to an association of entrepreneurs. This could simultaneously 

attract new members and help to generate funding for their activities. Within this is the vision of Tuki 

as a label that promotes a variety of products and services under a common banner that guarantees to 

support local value chains. Some members see financial independence as the only way to become the 

self-reliant organization that was originally envisioned by the founders. No funding comes without 

interest, so in order to follow their own vision and create the development they want to see, they need 

to become their own donors. 

The practice from the old days seems to have been distorted with finances needed for the simplest 

of tasks. Things that used to be done out of motivation and commitment are now outsourced to 

government, require external support or are abandoned due to lack of funds/resources. A consistent 

vision and great determination are what enabled the Tuki to withstand the constraints of different 

political systems. This vision needs to be reformulated together with locals to include their perspectives 

and the determination reignited if RDTA is to continue its work and maintain its reputation. 
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4.5.2.  Analysis 
 

 

 

Some of the most important results of the analysis of the RDTA’s current situation are 

summarized above (Fig. 11). As 2018 finally saw the successful establishment of a formal federal state 

and the shift of many responsibilities to local governance the situation shifted towards a more controlled, 

stable environment. This creates opportunities and limitations for RDTA and requires them to coordinate 

with local agencies regarding development and follow their frameworks for action. RDTA’s position in 

the SAF of rural development has been slowly receding after they received most of the funds after the 

earthquake, but with more and more NGO’s moving into Dolakha there is increased competition for the 

limited resources available from international development aid. The changing actors in the landscape 

and the fact that governance units are now responsible of a majority of policy formulation and 

implementation have forced RDTA to concentrate more on its function as a network for information and 

policy formulation. This is close to the function that would have most likely been attributed to the Tuki 

had they been successfully handed over to the government agencies after the end of IHDP. Although 

RDTA still insists on not being political it acknowledges the importance of having members in local, 

especially in village level, leadership positions in order to gain influence on policies and access to 

resources. The fact that RDTA is still represented in local governance and associated with the 

development of Dolakha and certain agricultural products, shows the impact the organization has had 

over the time and that they have stabilized their position by being highly connected to the village 

communities. There are many issues that persist within Dolakha that RDTA would like to tackle such 

as outmigration of young men, land underutilization or abandonment and lack of trained individuals. 

Unfortunately, the funding situation since the earthquake and even for some years before that did 

not allow RDTA to invest into these topics and its own initiatives creating a certain discontent within 

the organization. Some feel like other actors should be responsible of certain topics and Tuki should not 

need to take care of everything, while others blame laziness and dependence on funding for even the 

smallest activities for the receding impact of RDTA on the lives of people. Lately there seem to be 

conflicts in some municipalities as well as a reduced activity and engagement of members coupled with 

   
Position in SAF of Rural Development • Incumbent → Challenger 

Although RDTA was able to secure a favourable position during the 

earthquake increasing competition is fighting for resources in 

Dolakha 

Position in SAF of villages • Challenger 

RDTA has been unsuccessful in recruiting new members and 

mobilizing the young generations in the villages 

SAF of RDTA Internal contention is becoming more serious with more individuals 

disagreeing with the management or the focus of the organization. 

Important for SAF • Collective identity 

• Needs of environment and individuals 

• Increased responsibility of local agencies 

Fig. 11 Summary of relevant results from the current situation of the RDTA 
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a general distrust towards NGO’s which negatively impacts RDTA’s reputation. The in-transparency of 

NGO funding and objectives created, if only a perceived, disconnect between the interest and goals of 

the villagers and the NGO’s. The original targets and aims that RDTA set out to accomplish are also not 

reflective of the vision of the newer generation that is becoming more and more relevant for the future 

of the district. Topic such as home gardening, basic sanitation and women empowerment don’t create 

the same engagement and sense of common interest that was so crucial to mobilize members in the first 

decade of the approach. New actors within the organization that actively practice what Fligstein and 

McAdam (2011) refer to as ‘social skill’ are essential to maintain the organization’s ability for strategic 

action. They need to look for cooperation, learn to read/acknowledge people’s needs, create a new 

collective identity and action frame and mobilize individuals for collective action. 

This social skill could also be crucial to link RDTA to formal education institutions. RDTA will 

not be able to provide trainings on the level of what SDC did during IHDP, but their members have 

expansive practical experience and maintain connections to villages that would allow for applied case 

studies. Expanding their reach into the specific SAF of rural development such as education, 

infrastructure, agriculture, entrepreneurship, gender and empowerment with specific trained individuals 

or groups of individuals could be a way to broaden the engagement of the organization, strengthen its 

position through diversification and partner with local state and non-state actors. 

The undisputable focus on Tuki as a non-political actor was very present during the interviews 

with repeating emphasis on not being politically influenced. It became clear that this meant RDTA had 

no affiliation to a specific political party but neglecting that RDTA is influenced by local and national 

policy decisions as well as actively influencing local governance units would be naïve and misleading. 

Especially actors outside of RDTA’s own SAF and more critical voices within acknowledge the 

increasing political engagement of certain members. This might refer to actions and statements of 

individuals but is still perceived as something that reflects RDTA and its ideas. It is necessary for RDTA 

to reflect on this stance in order to return to a unified vision and goal that enable the internal SAF to 

return to its old stability. This stance is a remnant from a time when RDTA had to maintain a non-

political impression towards the outside to survive and function within the field rules at the time. 

International discourses on rural development at the time emphasized approaches that avoided political 

debates and appealed to rational reasoning. This is no longer the case and the inability to separate 

development and politics and a need to reunite them is being increasingly acknowledged in the academic 

realm (Pain and Hansen 2019). This episode of contention could enable RDTA to redefine their stance 

on politics and either stay true to their original perspective and create a clearer separation between 

activities of individuals and the organization, or accept the inevitable involvement in political debates 

and formulate a collective stance that can be represented in different nuances by its members. 

The last paragraphs mentioned RDTA’s three major issues that were identified through the 

interviews and documents: financing, generation shift/staff turnover and focus/identity. Funding is the 

major prevailing issue and is often used as a reason for inability to tackle other issues. This is the most 

crucial point of contention within RDTA’s SAF. Not a single interview or document did not mention 

funding. 

There are several factors underlying this contention that have accumulated throughout the years. 

The very first one is the fact that the Tuki in their original conception were expected to do their work 

and take care of their responsibilities on a voluntary basis without payment. The range of responsibilities 

has vastly expanded since the birth of the approach, but nothing has changed regarding the resources 

available to members. There is still no payment to active members, and more and more members are 

retired or moved away increasing the pressure on the existing members. This might have led to what 

one of the interviewees referred to as a ‘distortion of the practice’. Money is needed for everything today 

and many activities that used to be done out of commitment and motivation are now delegated to 

government agencies or completely neglected with the excuse of lacking resources. The second point 

that adds onto this is that RDTA is registered as a non-profit organization and generated less than 0.1% 

of its budget itself. If this narrative remains RDTA will never achieve financial independence, which 

many members wish for. The third point is the dual status off RDTA as an NGO and an association. An 

NGO is expected to be reliant on donor money and to focus on the implementation of contracted projects. 

An association is primarily expected to serve its members and support their efforts. A solution to this 

issue that was commonly mentioned and discussed was the separation of RDTA into an association and 

an NGO. This is what, to some degree, was anticipated with the creation of the cooperative in 1999 but 
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failed due to mismanagement and lacking preparation. This would allow for separate narratives and 

financing schemes. The NGO could continue to utilize resources from international donors and 

collaborate with the association for implementation, while the association would be enabled to generate 

funds differently and propose a market oriented approach that would secure the organizations survival, 

enable more flexible allocation of resources and engage the new generation in activities that provide 

actual perspectives for their future lives and livelihoods. The shift in interest of villagers towards 

commercial activities creates an opportunity for RDTA to transition from an association of farmers to 

an association of entrepreneurs. Considering that RDTA was conceived as an independent institution 

that would enable locals to practice and improve self-reliance and agency this seems desirable and in 

the spirit of its founders. This separation is also coherent with Fligstein and McAdam’s (2011) 

observation that SAF tend to separate into different sub-SAF’s after a crisis which in this case originates 

from a change in pattern of interaction that emanates from proximate fields. Furthermore, he mentions 

the decrease of stability of SAF’s with resource dependence adding a reason pro financial independence. 

The issue of staff turnover and a desired generation shift was also dominant in the discussions 

about RDTA’s present and future. Many of the original Tuki are very old now and only very few new 

ones have been recruited in the last two decades. The disconnect between the generation that is 

governing RDTA and the young people of the district as their target group for recruitment might be one 

of the reasons for the stagnating member numbers. Most individuals in these positions acknowledge the 

need to move on and adapt with the times towards a new Tuki identity. This is crucial to ensure the 

stability of the SAF and its vertical connection to the villages. With many members struggling to find 

successors the organization must, as already mentioned, engage the social skill of its original members 

that brought the organization to where it is today or create a new collective identity and vision. 

The last, but likely most important of the three issues is that of RDTA’s focus and identity. 

Although the organization sees its broadening of topics as an increase of expertise many members feel 

overwhelmed with the increasing responsibilities and it is unclear how this expansion of expertise on an 

organizational level translates into expertise on an individual level. There are only very limited trainings 

being conducted and there is no information regarding their actuality and the competences of trainers 

suggesting a reclining quality of trainings provided. The organization that started out as an association 

of farmers, and is still perceived by most as such, only does very marginal activities within the 

agricultural sector. Many outsiders do not understand how the changing funding impacts RDTA’s 

workflow and focus and are thus confused by its changing engagements and lack a coherent identity that 

represents the members of the organization. This does not only apply to individuals outside of the 

organization. Even members are unsure about the vision and goals of the organization destabilizing its 

own SAF and reducing its impact and effectiveness. It is crucial for collective action to have a unified 

understanding of the rules and goals of a field, so either RDTA has to reengage with locals and villagers 

to create an updated vision of the needs of people and translate this into a new identity of Tuki that 

reunites is members and catalyses collective action, or it needs to accept the separation that comes with 

the kind of broadening of topics that marked the last decades of RDTA. A separation into specialized 

branches under a common label would allow for specified resource allocation, administrative clarity, 

specialization of experts and a split of responsibilities and nuancing of identities. 

The crisis currently present within the SAF of RDTA leads to contrasting behaviour between 

incumbents and challengers. The incumbents within the organization try to maintain control through 

their resource-advantage while the challengers propose new collective identities and try to include others 

in their vision. The association must agree on a new collective identity or it will disintegrate into 

unorganized social space, separate into different sub-SAF’s or challengers will leave to create their own 

new SAF. Out of these four, a new collective identity or a partition into different sub-groups seem the 

most desirable to maintain the strategic action of RDTA and continue the legacy created by Tuki over 

more than 40 years. 
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4.6. Rural Advisory Services 
 

Rural Advisory Services (RAS) have a critically important role to play in the transformation of 

rural environments and are increasingly required to fulfil tasks outside of agricultural extension. The 

RDTA is an example of such a multipurpose service provider and the following paragraphs will 

elaborate what forms of RAS are provided and how these are implemented and organized. The aspects 

described in the GFRAS global good practice notes will be used to categorize the association and its 

activities (Davis et al. 2018). 

The first important aspect of RAS is the flow of information. In the case of RDTA it is systemic 

rather than linear with both top-down and bottom-up flows present. There is an active exchange of 

information and the organization bases its initiatives on needs identified by their target group. Other 

factors that are indicators of systemic approaches to innovation are innovation platforms and policy 

working groups which are represented in the groups created on village level by the RDTA. 

The Tuki engage in a form of demand-driven, decentralized service provision as the organization 

adapts its activities to the needs of people. Participation of target groups and communities is an essential 

part of the Tuki approach. The professionalization of RAS is at the core of RDTA with intense trainings 

and a specific legal body that would accredit the authenticity of the Tuki. The RDTA became less and 

less professionalized with less formal trainings and without external evaluation unit. The RDTA tried to 

engage in market-oriented services, especially through its own cooperative, but with limited success. 

The extension itself is delivered through a farmer-to-farmer, or more specifically community-

knowledge-worker, extension system where expert farmers from specific villages or areas are educated 

and then forward the knowledge and skill to their peers. The farmers selected in this way need to be a 

part of the local community and need to be motivated and engaged in development as an endeavour. 

The case of RDTA fits better with community-knowledge-workers than farmer-to-farmer as their peers 

are not restricted to farmers and the knowledge and skills they provide go way beyond agriculture. The 

RDTA does to some extent engage in what Davis et al. (2018) call ‘rural resource centres’. The training 

provided in a centralized location in Charikot and the focus on a community-based extension are parts 

of this framework. The Tuki did engage in certain forms extension campaigns, the most important being 

on women literacy in the beginning of the 90’s 

As the Tuki were born within an integrated project engagement with topics outside of agriculture 

was essential to create a broad movement of development. This expansion of curriculum is crucial for 

the Tuki’s identity and how their organization handled crises. Issues of gender were integrated into their 

activities from the beginning but were restricted through cultural frames and the inability to recruit 

women as Tuki. Nutrition was a core part of the Tuki’s services promoting home-gardens with vegetable 

and fruits. These were two topics with specific importance to integrated approaches mentioned by Davis 

et al. (2018). 
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5. Discussion 
 

This chapter will discuss the empirical findings and analysis presented previously considering the 

information provided in the background section and some of the concepts forwarded in Fairclough’s 

‘Language and Power’ (2015). 

 

5.1. Timeline Discussion 
 

This chapter will go through the five distinct time periods as they were presented in the findings 

and analysis. The focus will lie on events or changes that occurred during that period. 

 

5.1.1.  Panchayat 
 

Discussions surrounding the sustainability and long-term impact of development work after the 

end of the Jiri Multipurpose Development Project (JMDP) and during the beginning of the Integrated 

Hill Development Project (IHDP) led to the envisioning of a new way to implement and deliver 

development. The result of this contention was not compatible with the organizational structure provided 

by the projects an so a new SAF emerged within that of the IHDP and became increasingly independent 

and active. 

It seems evident that the wide array of subjects that were to be handled by the Tuki is inspired by 

the multipurpose/integrated development work that was being practiced at that moment and dominated 

international debates on development aid. Integrated development was to be brought to all villages and 

individual and translated into action that manifest on the village level. The judgmental narratives of 

villages or cultures being backwards, or left behind by development, also clearly reflect a discourse that 

was very present at that time in rural development. Clear shortcomings in food security, sanitation and 

education warrant this perspective, but it is questionable how much the villagers and Tuki perceived 

their way of life and all of Nepal to be backwards and in need of development before the international 

actors and their projects and mentality arrived in Dolakha. This is a sensitive question as it is impossible 

to reconstruct the conditions present during the arrival of Swiss development aid. 

The selection criteria for Tuki create a very strong/clear bias towards individuals that are already 

in a favourable position within their village. This is somewhat needed for the position of the lead farmer 

to be respected and to have the capacity to conduct the work that’s expected from him. It is also 

important to highlight that only men were recruited in the first round as it was unacceptable at the time 

for a woman to leave home for 14 days for training. The fact that all the individuals that were selected 

for training were farmers created the connotation that Tuki were an organization of farmers. This 

transitioned into later stages of their development and persists until today. As most individuals on a 

village level were farmers or mainly dependent on agriculture for their livelihood it is important to 

acknowledge that this was from its beginning an organization of ambitious rural individuals that were 

carriers of rural development, not only agricultural expertise. This is reflected in statements of the 

organization’s leadership that clearly identifies RDTA as a rural development organization and not a 

farmers/agricultural development organization that will be discussed in later chapters. 

The access to specific language or a discourse is a form of power itself and the Tuki present a 

practical example for this. A critical part of them reaching leadership positions and gaining the backing 

of villagers was the ability to verbalize the needs of the villagers and request these things from local 

governance. The training provided by SDC enabled the Tuki to access the language of development and 

gave them the tools to access governance resources using the correct keywords. 

The struggle of being non-political or maintaining a position that ensured no political affiliation 

was already present before the organization was even formally institutionalized and remained a major 

struggle throughout the following decades. Their organization continually emphasized that they were 

engaging in acts of development and not in acts of politics. The fact that the project which Tuki 

originated from was funded by Switzerland, a famously neutral country which rigorously remained 

neutral and avoided affiliation with political parties or perspectives, was beneficial for the organization’s 

attempts to avoid political turmoil. The separation of rural development and politics is extremely 
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difficult and the de-politization of development is an issue that has plagued rural development 

throughout the last decades. This issue will be discussed more in depth at a later point. This is another 

good example of the impact of language on power structures. The activities the Tuki were doing at the 

time had impact on politics through empowerment of locals and women and the promotion of new 

perspectives and ways of thinking, but by using the terminology they had acquired during their training 

they were able to convey an image of an organization that had no political goals. Subtle persuasion was 

necessary on different levels to create the social change desired by the project implementers and later 

the Tuki themselves. As social change is in part a change in discourse the introduction of this new 

vocabulary and new way of constructing reality by the Tuki was a crucial turning-point in the 

transformation of the social world of Dolakha. The continuous operationalization of these changes in 

discourse led to a slow shift toward the new norm of social interaction and the accounts of the struggles 

associated with it are what manifest the change today. 

The Swiss development projects also had impacts on Dolakha’s social life other than the creation 

of the Tuki. Many people have extremely good memory of SDC projects, and some products are still 

associated with Switzerland such as kiwi and potato from Mude. The road to Jiri is seen as one of the 

most impactful pieces of development work in Nepal and has fundamentally shaped the identity, reality 

and development of Dolakha district to this day and is praised as the first “green road” in Asia. Many of 

the narratives of successful social change and development are linked to stories about swiss projects or 

development work. Being part of this successful framework was beneficial for the Tuki’s identity 

creation and discourse.  

The impeccable reputation Tuki had within the project and in the district of Dolakha might have 

encouraged SDC to continue direct support in order to safeguard the Tuki’s transition into independence. 

This reputation could also have been one of the reasons why the hand-off to the government failed. The 

responsibility to manage Tuki would have been vast especially after the praise from the King. It would 

have been difficult to find an individual, office or agency that would have been able to manage the 

several hundreds of Tuki and understand their strengths, weaknesses and goals. Another possibility is 

that the lack of financial means within the heavily limited agricultural extension system. Although this 

created issues of a smooth phase-out and raised questions regarding the future of Tuki, it also enabled 

them to create their own independent identity and continue their development activities outside of the 

realms of governance. The next chapter will look at the first years of democratization, and the formation 

of the Rural Development Tuki Association (RDTA). 

 

5.1.2.  Democratization 
 

The Tuki were contracted before the creation of the association by SDC to implement a project 

like a classical NGO would have been. This is the first instance of them being perceived and 

acknowledged as an NGO. The legal framework of Nepal at the time created quite some confusion 

around the status of the organization because it was registered both as a civil society association and an 

NGO. Apparently, all organization that were not part of governmental structures were considered NGOs 

at that time and this very vague definition persist until today. This created an organization that maintains 

a dual status as an association and an NGO. This categorization of the organization as an NGO gives 

them access to other resources and discourses than they would have had as a pure association, but also 

binds them to those narratives and the perception linked to NGOs. What this creates is a dynamic of 

recontextualization where the Tuki take themes, discourses and interactions that are present within the 

realm of rural development and apply them to the context of Dolakha. This allows their organization to 

be a part of this larger discourse and access the resources affiliated with it. An important part of the 

organization’s legislation is the Tuki’s aim to “operate the community towards development”. It is 

unclear what exactly development entails in this instance and how the Tuki see development different 

from the experts that trained them. The fact that there is a written legislation with a structure very similar 

to what would be expected in the global north is another form of recontextualization that aims to create 

overlapping with the donor agencies and operationalized a change in discourse and interaction. The 

debates around Tukis legislation were informed by issues that arose during IHDP and guided by experts 

from SDC. It is thus very likely that the project and the involved specialist have impacted the focus 

and/or organizational structure of RDTA. It is difficult to differentiate between what are ideas and 
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concepts that originated within Tukis, and what were adaptations from the closely connected field of 

development aid. This is a mechanism that is observed both in the theory to SAF’s and Fairclough’s 

concept of language and power. 

The fact that RDTA is a non-profit organization only became apparent during the analysis of one 

of the annual progress reports provided by the organization. Statements referring to this were not 

encountered in any other documents or interviews which raises questions regarding the awareness of 

members to this aspect of the organization. If the organization were to be centred around non-profit 

narratives this should have become evident during discussions regarding the past and the future of the 

organization. Especially considering voices that want RDTA to focus on entrepreneurship and become 

financially independent contradict this statement. This could be another case of adopting the language 

present in a specific sphere of action in order to gain and maintain access to that sphere and its resources. 

The women literacy program can be identified as a crucial point in RDTA’s establishment of their 

perception of a stable social world. The unequal distribution of power and the access to discourse had 

created a highly hierarchical and hegemonic organizational structure in the villages. This went against 

the ideals of gender equality and empowerment that were core to the Tuki approach. Enabling women’s 

access to the language of development simultaneously opened them the doors to politics. It is interesting 

to observe how the Tuki, although they acknowledge that more and more Tuki became local leaders and 

that many of the women they trained became elected representatives, still consider themselves to be 

engaging in development activities only, and that what they are doing is Tuki-politics, not party-politics. 

This is a very important distinction that will preserve their existence and functioning throughout the 

following decade. It is unclear how much of this stance is inherited from IHDP with SDC being openly 

non-political, from the difficult political scenario of the panchayat that made such a stance necessary to 

conduct activities or something that is a core understanding of the members themselves. 

Even though SDC most likely aimed to improve the situation in rural Nepal by providing technical 

trainings and education, it unfortunately led to a significant brain-drain with most of the highly qualified 

individuals moving away from Dolakha either ending up in official administrative positions or abroad. 

The gatekeeper that provided the contacts of the key-informants that were interviewed for this paper is 

one of these individuals and is currently head of an NGO in Kathmandu. The Kiwi farmer that was 

interviewed is one of the few exceptions that remained in Dolakha and opened a business there. The 

social change they wanted to see was warped through the mechanism of capitalism that create barriers 

to accumulation in rural areas. Of the seven barriers Fairclough (2015) mentions, five apply to the 

scenario of Dolakha. These barriers lead to stagnating economic development compared to the capital 

and opportunities abroad making migration the rational decision leading to optimization of personal 

opportunities. Providing training granted many people access to completely new social action fields and 

enabled them to speak the language of these spheres but didn’t tackle the causes of underdevelopment 

in rural Nepal. 

 

5.1.3.  Maoist Insurgency 
 

The time of the Maoist insurgency brought a lot of instability and insecurity to different actors in 

Dolakha. The extremely dense and stable social network that Tuki had built up over the years and their 

commitment as an entire organization to be non-political were major reason for their survival and the 

continuation of their work during the Maoist insurgency. They were able to balance between the two 

power-spheres of development and the Maoists and communicate to both simultaneously while avoiding 

political affiliation with either side of the conflict. The fact that the organization had the backing of the 

same villagers that were essential for the Maoist’s success was likely even more important than the 

avoidance of political affiliation. Them being active in similar discourses and talking the same language 

to the same people, made it impossible for the Maoist to go against their actions without losing face and 

their position within the rural communities. For this is was crucial that the Tuki were seen to be 

beneficial for rural life and a part of their communities rather than something external induced by a 

development project. This is a crucial point in RDTA’s history demonstrating their position within the 

realm of rural development. Although they were in a beneficial situation compared to most other actors 

in the area their work became more difficult and especially the recruiting of new members became nearly 
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impossible due to the persistent feeling of insecurity and distrust that prevailed in the village 

communities. 

SDC’s divestment happened at a critical time and could have spelled the organizations demise 

wouldn’t it have been for their stable position within rural development and the stalemate with the 

Maoists. It is very likely that the divestment was the result of changes on multiple levels. The power-

conflict between local governance and SDC had an impact on the organization’s decision, but it is also 

likely that after the extended period of direct support upper levels of management decided to stop the 

support either because goals had or had not been achieved. The debates around funding happened within 

a layer of management and discourse that was not accessible to the Tuki themselves which makes it 

obscure and hard to follow for the people most affected by it. SDC did inform RDTA beforehand and 

faded out progressively over years to not leave the district and RDTA hanging without support. The 

members today still don’t understand the reason for the divestment and are reminiscing of the time when 

SDC was funding them. The desire to reconnect to SDC as a donor is present and was articulated openly.  

It is unclear how well the fact that RDTA was supposed to become an independent, self-reliant 

organization was communicated to them because the reliance on funding remained core to their survival 

strategy throughout the different phases. Assuming the desired independence, and the phase-out of 

funding were communicated clearly, it is possible that these intentions were misunderstood by key 

members of RDTA leading to an identity of RDTA that is fundamentally linked to national or 

international donors. This could also be linked to the understanding of development as something 

foreign in nature that is observed in Nepalese language and worldview or the fact that in order to gain 

their approval the founding members of RDTA had to agree with the discourse that was dominant within 

IDHP to gain SDC’s support as a funder. Actors with financial power dictate the norms of a discourse 

and will warp the attitudes of others even if this is not intended. 

With the change in donors the focus of Tuki shifted to align with the discourse that was dominant 

in these organizations. Although they were able to find partnerships with Cwin Nepal and Save the 

Children Norway, the organization’s budget was smaller than with the support of SDC. Funding as a 

limiting factor is mentioned for the first time during the insurgency as a reason for reduced recruiting 

and implementation of own initiatives.  

 

5.1.4.  Post Conflict 
 

The new partnership with Forut Norway that was established shortly after the end of the conflict 

helped RDTA escape its funding crisis but didn’t bring RDTA to the point of independence and agency 

they had towards the end of SDC’s funding. The diversity of organizations that RDTA collaborated with 

made it difficult to forward specific discourses within the association as most resources was dedicated 

to project work and the maintenance of basic functioning. This seems to be the first moment where 

major debates regarding the organizations financial situation and focus arise. Certain individuals felt 

overwhelmed by the responsibility they were supposed to stem, and the capitalistic concepts of growth, 

value chains and market/export oriented agricultural production gained importance after the main 

concerns regarding safety and security receded in importance. This is something that was not part of the 

Tuki’s ideology and framework, which could be a reason both the cooperative and efforts to promote 

value chain approaches struggled to be successful. This could also play into the reduced motivation of 

members to take care of their voluntary activities, as more and more of the perspective and narratives in 

rural areas started to circle around income generation and entrepreneurship. 

The change to the broader environment caused by the 2015 earthquake drastically changed the 

narratives of people and donors in Dolakha. The discourse that was most present within the SAF of 

development aid in Dolakha shifted from livelihood, development and empowerment of marginalized 

groups to safety, health and reconstruction. The more vague and advanced concepts that had re-emerged 

after the end of the conflict faded in importance amidst the struggle for survival that became the reality 

of most individuals in the district. Although there had been issues with the involvement of certain 

villages or individuals RDTA was able to secure a favourable position within the SAF due to the 

superiority of its network. The extreme change in activities created an even bigger challenge regarding 

the maintenance of its own network and cohesion of vision within itself. The issues that started to 

manifest after SDC’s divestment became much more accentuated after the earthquake due to very 
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limited resources outside of reconstruction projects. RDTA was continuously losing more of its ability 

to formulate and implement its own projects as most of its budget was associated with specific 

reconstruction efforts and individual member activity had been reclining in some areas. 

 

5.1.5.  Today 
 

The fact that the different official documents utilize different frames and attribute different things 

to keywords such as objectives and activities raises the question whether these words and organizational 

frameworks are truly understood or if they are used to attract donors through common development 

terminology. This is a clear example of the effects of the power in language. The utilization of certain 

lingo and ideologies grants individuals and organization access to the affiliated SAF and resources. As 

donor agencies control the power within the realm of development aid they consciously or unconsciously 

warp the worldviews and attitudes of communities interacting with them. Even a process that is intended 

to be participatory at its core will struggle to avoid all biases present in the actor initiating it. Even if 

this actor tries to reduce the power in discourse, avoid restriction on the contributions of others and their 

validity, they will, through their own agenda, influence what types of discourse are even available or 

perceived as potential topics of debate. 

It seems ironic that self-reliance is something that is seen as desirable and a major goal throughout 

the history of the RDTA, even before its creation, when RDTA is struggling to be self-reliant itself. 

Furthermore, it is striking that agriculture does not specifically appear in the organization’s objectives 

but does appear in the spheres of action. Another unclarity could be observed regarding the target group 

chosen by RDTA. In its mission and other texts, the organization usually emphasizes community, the 

village, and the rural in general, whereas their formulated goals strictly focusses on marginalized people. 

How ‘marginalized’ is defined remains unclear and the fact that “inclusivity is something that just 

happens”, as the administration stated, creates doubts whether there is a clear framework regarding who 

is marginalized and needs to be focused on and who is to be included in projects and planning. Their 

mission includes issues such as good governance and institutional development, but it is unclear what 

exactly is RDTA’s expertise in these matters and how these topics, that are clearly responsibility of 

government agencies, fall into their field of action. Their development of grassroot leadership could be 

seen as a bottom-up approach to good governance and institutional development, but what exactly is 

meant by these terms, or how Tuki can contribute to these topics is left unsaid. 

The issue with the adaptation of development language is that these terms are globally agreed 

upon to be something desirable, but what exactly this entails, or how these things are to be achieved is 

unclear and open to interpretation creating a superficial sense of agreement and common purpose that 

is undermined by stark disagreements on implementation of projects and policies. Detailed explanations 

of what terms like “empowerment”, “sustainability”, “inclusive”, “participatory” or even “development” 

mean in the context of RDTA are missing and thus make it hard to evaluate the success in reaching some 

of these targets and the application of strategies and frameworks. How success in measured or what 

exactly the goals of RDTA were or how they are measured/quantified remains unclear, reducing the 

value of statements such as “one of the most successful organizations” and “successful in reaching its 

goals”. 

The magazine is received well by educated groups of people, but this is not their target group, 

marginalized people, and is also a medium that is starting to be outdated. A move to digital media would 

be necessary to reach the young people that are needed to transition the organization into the next 

generation of Tuki. Another statement that raised question was highly specialized staff being mentioned 

as a quality and asset of RDTA. If this is the case, how should the ability of those Tuki to maintain the 

generalist approach that they started with during IHDP be assessed? Is RDTA still association 

connecting a vast network of generalists, or is it an association connecting different specialized experts? 

Although an expansion of expertise is possible, this is limited to the capacity of an individual and thus 

equally in-depth knowledge of all the spheres of action is impossible. 

The failure of the cooperative is attributed to mismanagement, lacking focus and insufficient 

knowledge on market-oriented subjects such as value-chain approaches. The continuous focus on 

commercial agriculture and the perspective to turn Dolakha into a hub for food-production and even 

exports is a remnant of the linear, market-oriented visions of development and industrialization and a 
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sign of the power of capitalism as a discourse. By now it is clear that countries today do not go through 

the same evolution of market sectors as the western countries did more than 100 years ago. It is thus 

questionable if a focus on commercial agriculture, for export specifically, when the country is barely 

able to supply its own population with enough food and water is the right way to move forward for 

Nepal and Dolakha specifically. 

Although the code of conduct states ‘no political affiliation’, there is also the acknowledgment that 

Tuki’s in local leadership positions are necessary to stabilize RDTA’s position. There is a stark contrast 

between RDTA’s position as being non-political, their reliance on Tukis in local leadership positions 

and their claims to be informing and influencing local policies for the benefit of people. It can be 

acknowledged that RDTA is not affiliated to a specific political party, but their actions are, if only 

indirectly, of political nature. The separation between development and politics is extremely difficult 

and there are debates that critique the non-political stance that development has had throughout the last 

decades and calls for bringing politics back into development (Pain and Hansen 2019). During the time 

when they were funded by SDC RDTA was being perceived as neutral and supportive of all forms of 

activities around the district. It can be argued that the activities performed by Tukis were political from 

the very beginning but didn’t engage in political debate on the sphere that most other actors were. The 

empowerment of local actors leading to the voicing of their opinion, changing of local politics and 

finally the occupation of local leadership positions is, arguably an indirect, political action. With more 

and more Tukis being part of political parties or taking up political positions this image faded and more 

and more outsiders affiliated RDTA with political activities. Informants stated Tukis to be very vocal 

on local politics. This is another example of language and power. The two spheres of politics and 

development contest similar ideas, concepts and goals with slightly different language and within a 

different realm. The separation of these two realms into distinct entities is not something inherent to 

these concepts, but the result of discourse that tried to separate development from politics. This abstract 

partition is not feasible in applied scenarios and so is the separation of RDTA from politics. 
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5.2. Rural Advisory Services 
 

A systemic approach to advisory services allows for the complementary exchange of expertise and 

widens the role of the service provider from delivering technology to enabling innovation. It is at the 

same time very broad and does not provide a clear organization blueprint. This form of service provision 

tends to ignore institutional reforms, is often neglected by funding and requires exceptional operational 

skills. These three issues can be recognized within the RDTA. 

The ability of village communities to voice their needs is linked to the good-will of the Tuki rather than 

an actual demand as the service provision is not linked to a monetary exchange thus leaving the rural 

communities without the financial power to influence the activities of the RDTA. Furthermore, a variety 

of service-providers is necessary to truly assume a demand-driven approach, which was not the case for 

most of the time and the area where the RDTA was active. 

If not fully demand-driven the RDTA approach to RAS is certainly participatory in nature. The 

organization can put rural farmers at the centre of its attention and integrate off-farm activities to 

optimally support families in their decision making. This large scale, bottom-up collection of data is 

best used to inform organizational and local governance policies. This form of service provision does 

indirectly benefit farmers with more resources as they have the capacity to verbalize their needs and 

engage with the service providers on different terms. It also requires large capacities from individual 

service providers as they are responsible for a representative and fair collection of information. 

Davis et al. (2018) mention that local governments often lack the necessary capacity to successfully 

implement extension leading to weak financial and technical support. This is clearly the case with RDTA 

as neither national nor local governance units were able to manage the Tuki after the end of IHDP. This 

was compensated by the direct support from SDC and other players but reduces the agency of local 

people and reduces the ability of Nepal to coordinate and direct RAS towards a unified strategy. 

The RDTA wanted to maintain a highly professional environment and engaged in trainings and 

education especially shortly after its creation. There were reduced efforts in this direction during the 

Maoist insurgency which can be attributed to the difficult working environment and reducing funding. 

The organization did acknowledge that the training they could provide currently would not be of the 

same quality as the formal training provided by SDC during the IHDP. 

In order to successfully engage in market-oriented activities that encourage agripreneurship specific 

services need to be delivered to separate value chain actors. The Tuki’s connection mainly focus on rural 

communities and marginalized farmers, reducing its ability to fulfill this function. The organization 

acknowledged lacking success in engaging in value chain approaches and managing its own cooperative. 

Davis et al. (2018) mentioned that existing networks of coordination and exchange, a demand-based 

service delivery and a successful identification of entrepreneurial needs are crucial for the success of 

such approaches. These need to be considered if the RDTA wants to successfully engage in market 

activities. 

The farmer-to-farmer for of extension that the Tuki engage in only gained popularity after the 80s and 

even more so at the end of the 90s. The Tuki are a very early example of the implementation of such an 

extension system and is thus a very innovative approach to RAS for the time. The individuals selected 

for the approach clearly fit the two major factors of being part of the community and having a personal 

motivation to bring development to their peers. The benefits of this approach are comparatively low cost 

for a high density and reach of service provision as well as improved accountability of and acceptance 

from communities. The fairly low level of education needed, and the short duration of trainings makes 

this form of extension easy to implement in a variety of rural environments. It does require specific 

trainings, complementary extension, support from local institutions and is often highly dependent on 

external funding. The last three have been critical for RDTA as the national extension service is 

overwhelmed, local institutions are only beginning to have the capacities to support service providers 

and the RDTA was unable to become financially independent up to this day. 

With their office building in Charikot and the potential connections to formal education channels might 

enable the RDTA to engage more in provision of service through rural resource centers. These could be 

established together with said formal education to allow for an exchange between technical, theoretical 

knowledge and practical, applied field trainings. The use of campaigns for extension can increase the 

reach of an extension program and create a strong sense of common purpose. These were crucial to 

enable the RDTA to reach to point of connectivity with villages that it had during the 90s. They do tend 
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to be top-down and over reliant on funding. The heavy reliance on financial means was surely a major 

reason why the RDTA did not engage in large scale campaigns after the beginning of the Maoist 

insurgency. 

It is crucial to include issues of gender into RAS as this could not only increase production on farms but 

also reduce hunger in the most affected areas. The differences regarding activities, sociocultural 

background and reasoning need to be considered when integrating women into RAS. Including nutrition 

into the curriculum allows to change the perception of and demand for good nutrition from bottom-up. 

The extension agents are mostly aware of local habits and production patterns and are thus well equipped 

to assess the nutritional situation of rural communities. The common issues that arise with the integration 

of nutrition is the different language used by both sectors, the limited understanding of nutritional 

science by extension agents and the higher requirements regarding coordination among and between 

service providers. The expansion of expertise can be a benefit by supporting interdisciplinary approaches 

but requires more training for service providers and can lead to the neglect of the initial target of service 

provision (Davis et al. 2018). This is very relevant for the RDTA and is not only limited to nutrition and 

gender. Certain individuals feel overwhelmed by the ever-increasing amount of expertise that they are 

required to handle, resulting in their abandonment of the services and the subsequent collapse of the 

extension system. 

Acknowledging the importance of agriculture in rural development and the transformation of rural areas 

is crucial. With a renewed focus on agriculture in national and regional agencies the RDTA could 

potentially aim to return to its original focus and utilize its expertise and network to the best (Chaudhary 

2018). The national extension system is dysfunctional and overwhelmed by the number of people it is 

supposed to serve. A collaboration with national level extensions services, similar to what was most 

likely intended after the phase out of IHDP, could be a promising avenue for RDTA to make use of its 

capacities and create new avenues for revenue generation. 
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5.3. Overarching Discussion 
 

This chapter will discuss overarching issues or concepts that have been relevant for the Tuki throughout 

the last 40 years of their development and will attempt to answer the research questions presented in the 

introduction. 

 

5.3.1. Emergence and Development  
 

The SAF of rural development or development aid in Dolakha was still a pretty young field when 

members of IHDP decided to sit together and conceptualize a new form of implementation for their 

project. The precious attempt to reach the local communities during the JMDP failed and the failure to 

reach goals created ripples within SDC that manifested in an engaged contention of the status-quo during 

the following project. This crisis was only to be resolved with the creation of a new field that was to 

function as a mediator between the project’s management at the collage communities that were the target 

group of said project. The way the Tuki were supposed to work made it impossible to integrate them 

into the existing SAF and they were already imagined as an independent entity that was able to act upon 

its own information. The selection of individuals for training, and the social skill of its founders were 

crucial to facilitate the establishment of the movement and quickly create a shared sense of identity that 

that stabilized the newly formed SAF. 

The movement became increasingly important as an implementing branch of IHDP initiatives and 

functioned as crucial transporter of information in a bottom-up format. At first there was significant 

guidance and training from experts but the Tuki progressively started to work more independently and 

gain more agency in their activities. Towards the end of IHDP the Tuki were highly respected members 

of the development community and considerable effort was invested in enabling them a smooth 

transition through the phase-out. In the villages the Tuki started as outsiders that were seen to be 

complotting against the panchayat. Over time people started to see the impact the Tukis had on their 

peers and they gained the respect of their neighbours. Towards the end of the Panchayat Tukis were 

more respected than politicians in most villages and had significant impact on local policies and social 

change. 

At the end of IHDP the Tuki had a clear resource advantage compared to any other actors entering the 

SAF of rural development in Dolakha. Their extensive network and the support from SDC enabled them 

to establish a very dominant position and stabilize it over the years. This only further strengthened their 

reach into the villages, especially with democratic elections taking place on local level. The campaign 

for women literacy in the beginning of the 90’s is the peak of influence on village life by the Tuki. Many 

representatives were Tuki themselves or had received some informal or formal training from the 

organization which strengthened their grip on village politics. This position in both the villages and rural 

development was a major factor that allowed RDTA to continue its activities and largely maintain its 

position throughout the Maoist insurgency. Although their position did not diminish in relative terms it 

did so in absolute terms, especially after the divestment from SDC. It was more difficult to maintain the 

previous level of connectivity with villages and the entire SAF of rural development had significantly 

shrunken. The end of the crisis led to a rearrangement of the field of development. With many actors 

entering the field during a funding crisis that limited RDTA’s ability to compete forced them into a 

challenger position for most of the conflict phase. Their connection to villages was the major reason 

international donors would engage with them and helped them overcome the times of low funding. First 

inconsistencies in this network could be recognized, but it was still mostly functional. When most 

institutions stopped functioning after the earthquake had destroyed infrastructure and led to the collapse 

of formal channels this network once more enabled RDTA to secure a position at the top of development 

aid in Dolakha. This was crucial for the organizations survival but was accompanied by a fundamental 

shift in focus of the SAF and thus also RDTA. Today RDTA has stabilized within the larger SAF but 

struggles to maintain the same connectivity and reputation it used to have in the villages. More people 

seem critical of their work and more and more members reduce their workload and thus impact on 

village communities. 
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5.3.2. Governance 
 

The different forms of governance that were present during the 40+ years of the Tuki approach have had 

very different and significant impacts on the organizations functioning, activities and communication. 

Under the Panchayat organization was difficult if not impossible. Meetings with multiple people were 

considered anti-nationalist or communist and individuals were arrested for such ‘illegitimate’ activities. 

This forced the Tuki to work independently. Meetings were only possible once in a while, but the 

individual Tukis needed to be able to follow their own work-schedule and implement things without the 

direct support and guidance of the leadership. The only way to do development work at the time was to 

insist on its nature as non-political. It was crucial for Tuki to understand that they could continue their 

work if they were able to convince local and national politicians that what they were doing was 

irrespective of politics and did not go against the Panchayat. 

Democratization was a time that enabled RDTA to pursue its goals and create a formal institution that 

legitimized their meetings and activities. Although it might not have been as necessary as before RDTA 

maintained its position of being non-political, which most likely positively impacted their status in the 

district. The newly developed parties at the time were in heavy conflict and affiliating with one would 

have made collaboration with the other impossible. In order to maximize their impact, reach and 

connectivity remaining without political affiliation was crucial for RDTA. This continued into the 

Maoist insurgency where this clear distinction between development and politics was a key reason the 

Tuki were able to continue their work without major issues. This combined with the incredibly dense 

network and excellent reputation within rural communities protected RDTA from the attempts of the 

Maoists to stop their activities and reduce their impact. The organization was able to continue their work 

but was restricted in their ability to plan district wide initiatives and communicate with remote 

communities. The void created in local governance after the end of the conflict did not affect RDTA 

specifically, but since 2018, with the rising importance of local governance agencies the situation has 

changed. The Tuki must increasingly coordinate with government agencies and more responsibility was 

handed over to these agencies. RDTA is finding its place as a mediator between village communities 

and local as well as national policy actors. The increasing reliance on local governance to approve of 

projects has resulted in a tightened connection between those actors and NGO’s that was previously not 

present. 

 

5.3.3. International Development Aid 
 

The power in and behind discourse within the realm of rural development predominantly manifest on 

two specific arenas. The first is that of international debates which creates overarching frameworks that 

define collective understandings of the goals of development and the means to achieve them. The other 

one is that of implementation, where actors implement their interpretation of the previously defined 

frameworks with local individuals. In both arenas strong power imbalances define the way discourse is 

created, who can participate and in what form. Fairclough (2015) acknowledges the impact of power 

relations on social life even if the connection seems distant. It is impossible to pinpoint exact aspects of 

RDTA’s activities and organizational structure that were adopted from overarching discourses, but it is 

possible to identify areas where it can be assumed that international debates and the financial power of 

donors have impacted the association. 

The first apparent influence is the integrated approach to development that is at the core of RDTA. This 

approach was common within international development aid at the time and had gained prevalence in 

both conceptual debates and implementation at the time of IHDP. This emphasis on generalized 

approaches that acknowledged the importance of simultaneous development of different aspects of 

livelihood, infrastructure and society formed the identity of Tuki’s in the first years and remained 

important for its ability to adapt to changing environments and remain functional. It is debatable whether 

the Tuki’s of the first hours would have conceived of this kind of approach and even more so if they 

would have termed it an ‘integrated’ approach themselves. 

Another influence that can be identified is the importance of self-reliance and agency. Stone (1989) and 

Westendorp (2012) observed aspects of Nepalese culture that fundamentally go against these western 

ideals. Suffering, from a religious perspective that was significantly more present in the Nepal of the 
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70’s and still is today, is seen as something that is chosen by the gods or attributed to wrong-doings in 

a past life. This creates a perspective that indulges inactivity and creates very limited incentives to 

change something about one’s situation. On the other hand, the Nepalese word for development ‘bikas’ 

is strictly associated with a commodity coming from outside that is linked to western values and 

continuously in short supply. It blindly trusts in western technology, expertise and culture. These 

observations raise the question to what degree the locals of Dolakha district envisioned themselves as 

underdeveloped and strived for an improvement of their situation and to what degree they were forced 

into this perspective through cooperation with development projects. It is telling that although RDTA 

emphasized self-reliance ever since its conceptualization struggles to be self-reliant as an organization 

and keeps depending on foreign aid to fund themselves. 

The next subject that showed inconsistencies and was most likely influenced by international actors was 

inclusion. Gender equality and empowerment of marginalized groups were important subjects in 

international discourses at the time and influenced the priorities of the project. It is interesting to note 

that Switzerland only granted the national right of vote to women 5 years before the start of IHDP. It is 

thus also wrong to assume that these external actors were above doubt and were unchallengeable experts, 

but it is unlikely that the locals in rural Nepal were aware of this. Nepals society at the time was highly 

hierarchical with significant differences in power between castes and genders. This is something that 

seems fundamentally wrong from a modern, western perspective on society, but was unlikely perceived 

the same way by the individuals living within these systems. The statement that ‘Inclusion just happens’ 

anticipates that there is only a limited understanding of the importance of inclusion and the complexity 

of structural exclusion and discrimination that led to the situation at the beginning of their work. 

Inclusion was something that was promoted by the people that trained the Tuki, so the Tuki continued 

using and applying the term, but were unable to create mechanisms to specifically fight exclusion and 

improve the situation of marginalized individuals that are supposed to be their target group. The 

exclusion might not happen within the organization, as it employs a variety of castes and a significant 

percentage of women, but the lack of a proper strategy to identify excluded individuals and address their 

situation leads to the assumption that their understanding of the concept and its importance is limited. 

On the organizational level SDC had a very clear influence by helping RDTA to establish a code of 

conduct, a constitution and a management board of elected representatives. Although Nepal was actively 

engaging in discourses around this topic, that finally led to its democratization in 1990, it is unlikely 

that the Tuki would have been able to develop a similarly complex and advanced form of management 

on their own. This is also acknowledged from both sides that highlight trainings given to the Tuki on 

administrative matters right before and after the phase-out of IHDP. The system in place with different 

regionally elected councils and a central governance unit that is elected by a general assembly is highly 

resembling of the swiss form of government. Additionally, RDTA worked for SDC the way an NGO 

would after the phase-out creating this dual identity as an association and an NGO. This might not have 

impacted the perception of members as much as it affected the perception of others and obscured 

transparency. 

The changes in international discourses on development can be observed through the shift in focus of 

donor organizations and thus the Tuki themselves. With the rising importance of the neoliberal market-

oriented approach the Tuki created a cooperative and started engaging in value chain approaches. 

Towards the end of the Maoist insurgency the local situation was governed by conflict overshadowing 

evolutions on an international level and shifting the focus toward emergency reconstruction as well as 

child rights and education. These were supported by actors closer to the realm of humanitarian aid. Many 

development actors were afraid of the situation in Dolakha specifically so the overall goal of the SAF 

shifted more towards humanitarian aid. Something similar happened after the earthquake with the focus 

again shifting from development to reconstruction and disaster risk reduction. The short span in between 

showed the rise in importance of concepts such as livelihood and income generation into rural 

development as the international perspective on optimal implementation of development shifted. 

An external actor that in hindsight had a strong unintended ‘negative’ impact on the development of 

Dolakha was SDC. The formal trainings provided within the framework of NSCFP and other projects 

in the 90’s created highly educated individuals but were unable to retain this expertise in the area. Most 

individuals that received training during this time left Dolakha and are now high-ranking government 

officials and entrepreneurs or moved abroad. This brain-drain, accompanied with the muscle-drain 
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created by the migration patterns common to rural Nepal, created a void in Dolakha that leaves the 

young generations without perspective. 

 

5.3.4. Social Skill 
 

At the start of the creation of the Tuki approach the ability to read people and environments was 

extremely crucial to understand the needs of the village communities in Dolakha and the project 

framework. The subsequent framing of actions is essential to shape the purpose of the field that is about 

to be created. These two steps largely happened under strong supervision of experts within IHDP. At 

their core is a desire to create collective action through engagement of others. As the Tuki were not 

institutionalized the creation and maintenance of collective identities was essential to its dynamics and 

the network it created. The feeling of a common goal or purpose fostered collaboration and bound the 

Tuki together without previous connections. It is especially noteworthy that this happened during a time 

where organization as a group or meeting of more than two or three people were impossible. This means 

the fictional concept of an overarching group that was created in people’s minds was so strong and stable 

that it was able to withstand the constraints and limitations of the time. 

Already during the early stages intersubjectivity and the cooperation of other individuals was essential. 

This assumes an understanding that by transcending the group-specific interests its position in the field 

can be improved. Engaging in this type of empowerment increased the self-agency of the entire field 

and its environment, creating more opportunity and impact for the Tuki. This became more important 

after the end of the Panchayat when RDTA started to not only engage with individuals but with other 

groups and organizations as well as creating their own groups on village level. 

During this phase of the organization and the Maoist insurgency the ability to maintain a common 

interest and a collective vision of how to reach this goal was crucial to avoid conflicts with political 

parties or actors. The understanding of RDTA as a collective unit with uniform ideas and ideologies was 

able to fend of attempts to expose inconsistencies and stop RDTA’s work. Their common understanding 

of their actions as non-political and purely developmental unified them against the political turbulences 

of the time. As the SAF of RDTA seemed stable over time its administration focused on reproducing 

the status-quo and thus maintaining the original vision of Tuki throughout time. As much as this was 

important to maintain the essence of the organization and remember its roots, it is important to maintain 

the cognitive ability to understand the changing perspectives people and the environment. It requires 

constant updates and networking to maintain a collective identity for as many as 600 members. A 

reduction in the capacity to observe and acknowledge these changes and adapt the lines of action and 

forms of mobilization to them could have led to some of the problems RDTA is facing currently. 

 

5.3.5. Current Challenges  
 

The RDTA is currently facing three major challenges: Funding, focus/identity and staff turnover 

combined with a generation shift. Funding has been an ample source of debate ever since SDC’s 

divestment from the organization. Various voices claim different solutions reaching from regaining 

SDC’s support to generating their own income through market and business-oriented activities. 

Currently most funds are linked to specific projects and efforts limiting RDTA’s ability to formulate its 

own initiatives and engage in independent work. It is unclear how many members of RDTA are aware 

of its nature as a non-profit organization as this was not mentioned in any interviews, but a considerable 

number of interviewees mentioned financial independence and income generation as crucial for RDTA’s 

survival and its ability to plan and implement its own projects. This on the other hand is crucial for the 

second major challenge which is RDTA’s focus and identity. 

As mentioned before the creation of a collective identity was crucial for RDTA’s success and survival. 

This collective identity has been falling apart over the last decades and it is imperative that it gets 

renewed or adapted. Using Fairclough’s understanding of what happens to SAF after a crisis there are 

two desirable option for RDTA is ordered to maintain its activities and network. Either a new, alternative 

identity that encompasses and engages all member is established, or the SAF will split into separate sub-

fields with individual identities that are unified under a common name and understanding of rural 
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development. One option that presented itself that correspond to the former would be the change from 

an association of farmers to an association of entrepreneurs. The term entrepreneur includes a variety of 

ways to do business and generate income, thus reflecting the broad array of expertise present in the 

organization, and it accounts for the increasing orientation of rural life towards financial means and 

market solutions. The other option is to separate RDTA into different sub-groups. The split could 

manifest as a separation between its functions as an association and an NGO, creating separate 

responsibilities and ways of funding that would reduce conflicts of interest and clarify the structure of 

the organization to outsiders. A separation into different topics of expertise such as ‘reconstruction’, 

‘education’, ‘agriculture’, ‘water’ or ‘women and children’ would be possible as well. This would enable 

people to specialize on specific sectors and deepen their understanding while the organization retains 

her vast expertise and broad reach. No matter which option(s) RDTA chooses, collective discussions 

including their peers and target groups are necessary to assess the perspectives and desires of everyone 

involved. This is especially needed as many of the lead members and individuals in management are 

more than 60 years old now and either already have or will soon retire, leading to the last major 

challenge. 

The original Tuki that started the movement and carried it through the turbulent times of the last decades 

are starting to retire from their positions and looking for younger members to take their spot. 

Unfortunately, recruitment has been stagnating for a long time and the organization has had limited 

success engaging the young generations. A reinvention of its identity that includes the interest of young 

people and their vision as well as the use of newer channels of communication such as social media is 

needed to engage these actors. RDTA must create a vision that motivates Dolakhas youth to remain in 

the district and creates perspectives that allow for investment into local development instead of 

outmigration. Financial incentives are necessary to allow these young individuals to create their own 

existence and develop their livelihoods. It is questionable whether an engagement on voluntary, unpaid 

basis can guarantee the long-term survival of the concept and organization of Tuki. This shows how the 

three major issues the organization is facing are highly interconnected and finding a solution to one 

won’t be able without addressing the other simultaneously. It is crucial that RDTA actively looks for 

solutions as otherwise their SAF might dissolve into unorganized space as more and more members stop 

their work or even leave the organization as it is increasingly unable to satisfy members needs while 

maintaining its functioning. To return to the symbolism that started this association the RDTA needs to 

reignite its lamp or spread its fire to others so they can continue carrying the legacy of the Tuki forward 

into the future. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

The RDTA is an excellent example of the complex dynamics that govern rural development and social 

movements. The association originated in 1977 as a novel approach to delivery of rural advisory services 

within an integrated development project implemented by the Swiss and Nepalese government. A ‘Tuki’ 

is a traditional kerosene lamp from Nepal and as the lamp brings light into the darkness the Tuki were 

imagined carrying the light of development into the villages. Without the ability to formally organize 

due to restrictions by the Panchayat the movement relied on a strong sense of collective identity to 

mobilize its members and act towards a common goal. After the end of the IHDP and Nepal’s 

democratization in 1990 the Tuki were intended to be integrated into government structures. Failure to 

achieve this led to the members joining together and registered the Rural Development Tuki Association 

with the support of experts from SDC. During the transition the Tuki also worked on projects for SDC 

in the way an NGO would leaving them with the dual status of an association and an NGO. 

The Tuki gained increasing influence in local politics either directly through members or through 

educational campaigns that sought to empower the villagers. The association itself remained strictly 

non-political, a remnant of the Panchayat where the Tuki had to insist on their activities being of 

developmental and not political nature in order to continue. This stance was of crucial importance 

throughout the following years avoiding conflicts between the newly formed parties and later the 

Maoists. The excellent network and reputation the RDTA had developed enabled them to continue their 

actions throughout the insurgency. The same villagers that the Maoists needed for their endeavor were 

in support of the Tuki and their activities. 

The end of funding by SDC around 2004 led to a crisis for the association. This limited their ability to 

mobilize new members and implement their own projects raising questions about RDTA’s self-reliance. 

Agency and self-reliance had been at the core of the movement from its conception. The Tuki managed 

to find other donors and adapt to their objectives and frameworks but the association was showing signs 

of contention within its ranks. Members were less motivated, overwhelmed by the increasing width of 

expertise expected from them or relying on funding for minor activities. Certain branches started 

becoming dysfunctional. The Earthquake in 2015 brought new donors into Dolakha and improved 

RDTA’s financial situation but put further pressure on its identity. Most funds were highly project 

specific and related to reconstruction and disaster risk reduction leaving little resources for the 

association to plan and implement their own initiatives. Today the RDTA faces challenges regarding its 

funding, the over-aging of members and its identity as a non-profit farmers association and NGO. The 

association needs to renew its collective identity around a financially independent and self-reliant 

association of entrepreneurs or nuanced sub-groupings of expertise that presents a perspective that’s 

adapted to the current needs to its members and the young generations of Doalkha. 
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