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ABSTRACT 
 
The Government of Nepal’s Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach Framework-III, which guides the trail 
bridge sub-sector, includes gender responsive considerations amongst its core principles. The 
framework is in line with the new Constitution and reinforces many positive gender provisions, which 
have been accepted by the newly established institutions. However, it falls short of including elements 
that could bring transformative changes for women, such as facilitation with male family members for 
redistribution of care-work, and skills training for women. 
 
By examining the historical development of key policies, the paper traces the processes and priorities 
leading to their development. It shows how incremental gendered changes are more readily accepted 
and institutionalized by government institutions and that learnings from development projects can guide 
policy formulation by demonstrating tangible outputs. Finally, the paper encourages policy makers to 
build upon the achievements and start redressing structural changes, within the programme’s scope.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
Over 9,000 pedestrian bridges along foot trails have been constructed in Nepal (PMIS, 2021), and a further 
2,000 are planned to meet demand by 2022 (MoFAGA, 2019b). Every year 350-450 of these bridges, 
which are commonly referred to as “trail bridges”, are built across the country along foot trails for rural 
travel (MoFAGA, 2010, 2019a). Most are constructed through the government’s Trail Bridge Sub-Sector 
Programme, which is guided by the Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach (TBSSP) Framework-III (2019-
2022).  
 
This policy document includes several provisions to strengthen women’s (and other indigenous groups’) 
leadership and employment opportunities. The framework is in line with international conventions, such 
as Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and is geared 
towards the achievements of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Target 5.5, which 
seeks to “ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels 
of decision-making in political, economic and public life”1. 
 
Since its implementation, the policy measures have been accepted and institutionalized into the new 
three-sphere federal structure of the country, and records show that they are being realized. However, 
one criticism is that it stops short of providing concrete measures for stronger gender empowerment to 
bring transformative change. This is particularly conspicuous considering the new Constitution of Nepal 
(2015), which provides a strong base to arrange for women’s empowerment, including placing an 
economic value on labour contribution of women with regards to family care. 
 
By taking a wide historical lens, this paper looks to the past to illustrate how Framework-III was formulated, 
specifically in relation to gender concerns. This includes examining the context and priorities of key policy 
actors that have shaped Framework-III and its predecessors. The objective is therefore not to investigate 
the impact of the policies, but rather, to trace mechanisms and issues behind them, leading to their 
creation. Analysis is on the sequence of events, occurring over decades, where actors position 
themselves and dominant views continue to be passed down and guide policy formulation.   
 
 
 

 
1 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

This paper adopts a case study approach, where key actors are identified, their interests and priorities are 
analysed, and causal mechanisms which affect policy decisions are mapped (George and Bennet, 2005). 
Semi-structured interviews with six men, who were instrumental in drafting of the policy documents, are 
the primary source of information. From the government, no women were involved in the drafting, while 
from the implementing project, the author was the only woman who participated in the two latter 
frameworks. Consequently, the author drew from her own experiences and has sought to provide related 
context and explanations where necessary. The study approach can therefore be characterized as 
following a constructivist method (Adom et al., 2017).  
 
Meanwhile, the interviewees included past and present government officials and project implementation 
staff2. Analysis relied heavily on their viewpoints and willingness to discuss their interests surrounding the 
process of policymaking. Consequently, there is the possibility that contentious issues were not disclosed. 
Fortunately, most of the respondents, especially those involved in the drafting of the earlier policy 
documents had already retired and were known to the author and so were found to be less reluctant than 
envisioned. Secondary sources of information, specifically evaluation reports, concept papers and annual 
progress reports were also reviewed for analysis.  
 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study takes a pluralistic approach by utilizing various theoretical concepts to examine how gender 
concerns have been incorporated into policy documents. So rather than one grand theory, three 
theoretical concepts have been applied.  
 
Policy as a process  
 
Policy is viewed as a process where a “set of decisions are made” (Grindle and Thomas, 1991) by actors 
to develop goals and the means of achieving them within a specific situation (Grindle and Thomas, 1991; 
Juma and Clarke, 1995; Hännien, 2014). Here the process is understood to be influenced by “politics of 
policy”, where common or contested interests vie with each other in a messy process to shape its direction 
(ibid). Contrary to the “linear model”, where decisions are made rationally to solve a particular problem 
after analysing all possibilities (Grindle and Thomas, 1990), making of policies is viewed as a chaotic 
procedure, which is dominated by actors that set the agenda, identify alternatives and ultimately the 
selection of the most favourable option.  
 
Another model is the “incrementalistic model” – where policymaking is a series of small changes, which 
does not drastically “rock the boat” (Sutton, 1999). Viewing policy as a process also allows one to trace 
how shifting trends in international discourse and its effect on domestic policy decision-making. This is 
particularly pertinent to this study as it seeks to understand the historical context in which the policies 
under study were developed. Sutton (1999) points out that “development narratives” or “received wisdom” 
narrows down complex situations into simple, easily understood phrases, that take the status of 
conventional wisdom and often get used by policymakers to guide their decisions. He argues that these 
narratives are often embedded in socio-cultural roots and though they may mislead or are too simple, they 
are still pervasive and widely used. This can also be applied to the institutions that one “lives in”, where 
through socialization and shared beliefs, ideas and perspectives are developed and reproduced.  
 
Aid and policy dialogue  
 
Influence of development partners (DP) on recipient countries has long been acknowledged and studied 
(De Haan, 2009; Fraser and Whitfield, 2009). The “donor-centred policy” process differs from the classical 
“state- and society-centred process”, where the latter assumes the existence of sovereign states, within 
which policies are decided (Grindle and Thomas, 1990). Amongst the many instruments utilized by DPs, 
policy dialogue is a tool applied to “encourage” the right behaviour amongst recipient countries where 
focus is on changing the “adverse political environments” (World Bank, 1989). 
 

 
2 Trail Bridge Support Unit/HELVETAS is the implementing project on behalf of Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation (SDC) 
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According to Fraser and Whitfield (2009), the ideas behind policy dialogue are however contradictory – 
on one hand the aim is for the governments to write their “own” policies, but at the other end, the product 
needs to be one that is agreeable to them. They point out that while “ownership” is emphasized, the 
influence that DPs have over the policymaking process indicates that they (DPs) do not actually have 
confidence in the governments to do so (ibid). Development partners, through the “best practice” approach 
have also argued that, since their development projects provide context-specific operational level 
experiences, the issues raised have more value and so need to be incorporated into the 
development/updating of polices (De Haan, 2009).  
 
Gender in transport  
 
While it is generally assumed that transport infrastructure is gender-neutral, with men and women 
benefiting equally, recent studies have shown that mobility patterns differ and that the benefits accrued 
vary due to their assigned gender roles (ADB, 2011; Ghimire, 2002). Beginning with the ratification of 
international conventions, such as the Beijing Platform for Action (1995), scrutiny in the sector through a 
gendered lens demonstrated how programmes/projects isolate women as “target groups” and integrate 
them into development programmes, sometimes reinforcing existing structures (Kabeer, 2005). 
Emergence of the Gender and Development (GAD) approach further contributed towards understanding 
the different contexts for men and women, and the need to challenge structures that have discriminated 
them, especially, as women tend to bear a disproportionate share of transport burdens to fulfil their 
domestic, social, and economic roles (World Bank, 2012).  
 
Institutions have increasingly sought to mainstream gender into their transport programmes/projects, by 
including gender-specific activities or affirmative actions, where women and men, or both, are at a 
disadvantage or face discrimination. This was primarily as a response to being labelled “gender blind” and 
to address structural causes of inequality, leading to the rise of gender mainstreaming strategies and tool 
kits (Tanzarn, 2018; World Bank, 2005).  
 
Targeted representation of women within development groups for community-led development (roads, 
irrigation, bridges) is one such strategy that has been widely implemented in Nepal (Jha et al., 2009; 
Hobley and Paudayal, 2008). Focus is on “social mobilization” - to organize people to accomplish specific 
goals.  According to Jha et al. (2009), most development projects/programmes fall within a continuum 
between – “transactional approaches” where people are organized into groups to deliver services (e.g., 
constructing a road) and managing assets (e.g., irrigation scheme); and “transformational processes” 
which instead focuses on building agency, voices, confidence to make decisions, ask questions and 
ultimately changing formal/informal “rules of the game”. For the latter, the authors argue that process is 
the focus, where sufficient time is devoted (through weekly discussions) by trained facilitators who educate 
them on their rights and support them to act (ibid).  
 
Studies have also shown that when women are a part of development groups, they are likely to experience 
“time poverty” and have the added pressure of juggling several tasks, which ultimately limits her ability to 
benefit (ADB, 2011; Casabonne et al., 2015). Conversely, when well-designed systems are implemented, 
they can facilitate women’s ability to balance household chores and access services and employment 
opportunities (ADB, 2011).  
 

4. CONTEXT 

This section briefly discusses the key features of the trail bridge sub-sector, particularly its significance in 
Nepal; involvement of DP; and key actors responsible for policymaking. 
 
Trail bridge building in Nepal: A government priority 
 
Trail bridge building is regarded as a Priority-1 programme by the government of Nepal and is one of the 
few programmes that is implemented across the entire country. The demand for these types of bridges is 
high in Nepal due to the large number of rivers (over 6,000) which criss-cross the country; the 
predominance of travel on foot trails in rural areas; low road density of 47 km road/100 sq. km (DoR, 
2018); and the relative lower cost of the bridges. Currently, the programme goal is to provide safe river 
crossings, so that citizens do not have to take a detour of more than 1-hour to access public services 
(HMG, 2006).  
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Outputs have risen dramatically since 1960s, when 20-25 bridges were completed annually, to 450 
bridges between 2015-2021 (Figure 1). This is one reason why the government considers the sub-sector 
a success and has allocated funds to meet the growing demand, with 700-800 bridges planned yearly 
(MoFAGA, 2020).  
 
Figure 1: Trail bridge constructed in Nepal 1970-2021 
 

 
Source: Annual Progress Reports 
 
There are two approaches to bridge building based upon their span/length - Short Span Trail Bridges 
(SSTB), which have a length up to 120 meters, and Long Span Trail Bridges (LSTB), which are more than 
120 meters (HMG, 2006). SSTBs are constructed through users’ committees (UCs) following the 
“community- approach”. These bridges are designed with relatively low engineering input and are largely 
constructed through UCs and are the main thrust of social inclusion provisions. LSTBs meanwhile require 
higher technical expertise due to their complex designs and are therefore, built by private contractors and 
only have limited gender provisions.  
 
Users’ committees are formed by organizing local beneficiaries (7-11 individuals), which are responsible 
for day-to-day construction management - collection of construction materials, mobilizing local labour, 
keeping records of income and expenditure (Sherpa et al., 2019). The UCs are supported on technical 
aspects and social mobilization by local NGOs, who are hired by local governments, and need to follow 
steps identified in the Social Organization Support manual which is focused on strengthening local 
communities’ capacities to construct bridges, including women in the UCs. The overall process is 
overseen by government engineers/sub-engineers and quality assurance is provided by Swiss technical 
assistance (TA).  
 
Presently, 95 per cent of all trail bridges built in Nepal are short span bridges (Bridge Record, 2021). 
While, according to contribution costs, 93.5 per cent of bridges are funded by the government, with the 
remaining 6.5 per cent by donor funding under technical assistance (TA) MoFAGA, 2019a). The latter is 
responsible for quality assurance, TA and strengthening newly established government bodies to plan, 
budget, execute and maintain bridges (MoFAGA, 2019b). Material grants (wire ropes, bulldog-grips) are 
also supported by the donor (SDC). Between 2001- 2014, other multi-lateral aid agencies (World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank) and bi-lateral donors (UKAID) had also been attracted and funded bridges 
through their respective development projects.  
 
Table 1 below traces the evolution of the sub-sector and the Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) 
provisions. 
 
Table 1: Evolution of trail bridge building and integration of social inclusion provisions 
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Suspension Bridge Division (SBD) 
1964 - present: Central/Federal 
government project.   

Suspension Bridge Project (1972-
1989): SDC funded. Constructed trail 
bridges along main trails, advisory 
support to SBD.  

1
9
8
0
s
 

Local Bridge Support Programme 
(1980-1984): Joint project between 
government and SDC. Built bridges 
using local technologies. 

Bridge Building at Local Level (1989-
2001): 
SDC funded. Piloted and developed 
new technology, standards and 
“community-approach”. 100-150 
bridges built annually.  

1
9
9
0
s
 

Local Self-Governance 
Act 1990:  
Empowers local bodies to 
formulate plans by 
engaging local people; 
Target women 
representation: at least 20 
per cent 

Nepal ratifies CEDAW  
in 1991 
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Trail Bridge Sub-Sector Programme 
Phase I (2001-2006) and Phase II 
(2006-2009):  
SDC funded. Project provided funds 
and TA support to government and 
donor projects for construction.  
200 bridges built annually. SSTB and 
SOS Manuals published. Initiated 
representation (30 per cent) of women 
in UCs.  

Local Infrastructure 
Development Policy 
2004:  
Promotes participatory 
inclusive development in 
infrastructure  
 
 
 
 
 

Trail Bridge Strategy 2006: 
Targeted women’s’ representation in 
UCs:  at least 30 per cent; Equal work for 
equal pay  

Trail Bridge Sub-Sector Programme 
Phase III (2009-2015):  
SDC funded. Provided funds and TA to 
government. 280 bridges built annually. 
Introduced quota of at least one key 
position for discriminatory groups in 
UCs. 

Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach 
Framework-I (2009-2014): 
Targeted women’s representation in 
UCs:  at least 33 per cent; Reserved at 
least one key position in UCs from 
discriminated groups; Equal work for 
equal pay 

2
0
1
0
-2

0
1
9
 

Trail Bridge Sub-Sector Programme 
Phase IV (2014-2019):  
SDC funded. Provided TA and material 
support to government to construct 
bridges. 460 bridges built annually 

Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach 
Framework-II (2014-2019): 
Targeted women representation in UCs:  
at least 40 per cent; Reserved at least 
one key position in UCs from 
discriminated group; Equal work for 
equal pay 

New Constitution of 
Nepal 2015: 
Ensures equal rights and 
opportunities. Women 
have right to participate in 
the new state structures   

Trail Bridge Sub-Sector Programme 
Phase V (2019-2023): 
SDC funded. Provides TA and material 
support to construct bridges. 514 
bridges built annually  

Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach 
Framework-III (2019-2022): 
Target of women representation in UCs: 
at least 50 per cent; Reservation of at 
least one key position in users’ 
committee for a woman; Employment 
target: at least 30 per cent for women; 
Equal work for equal pay 

Note: *Includes dedicated projects/programmes which were exclusively building trail bridges. Other 
projects which funded trail bridge construction, but, as one component amongst many and of less number 
have not been included.  
Source: MoLD, 2009; MoFAGA, 2019b; HMG,1996; HMG and SDC, 2002; SATA, 1981 
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Institutions and key policy actors 
 

This section focuses on the two key policy actors – bureaucrats and the key aid agency in the sub-sector. 
Politicians and UCs have not been included, as their role was marginal in the development of policies 
under discussion. 
 
 
Local Bridge Section/ Department of Local Infrastructure 

 
As per the Constitution and Local Governance Operation Act 2074, rural and urban municipalities, within 
the three-sphere federal system (federal, province, municipality), have exclusive rights for trail bridge 
execution. Federal government meanwhile has jurisdiction over policy formulation and strategic guidance 
(MoFAGA, 2019b) and is the focus of this study. Specifically, the Local Bridge Section (LBS) within the 
Department of Local Infrastructure (DoLI)3, which lies within Ministry of Federal Affairs and General 
Administration (ibid) 4 is responsible for trail bridges. The LBS was established in 2001 to coordinate trail 
bridge programme nationally by developing strategies, standards, and norms along with the enhancement 
of local capabilities. It therefore took the lead in the development of the policy documents. 
 
Historically, the Suspension Bridge Division (SBD) was the first central government unit dedicated for trail 
bridge building. It was initiated in 1964 and still exits to the present day, but without permanent status in 
the current set-up. SBD is now not regarded as a key player in policy decisions as its focus is limited 
towards the construction of international, strategic, and technically challenging long bridges, numbering 
50-80 per year. This contrasts with the earlier years (1964-2006), when the donor had technically and 
financially supported SBD to develop, construct and maintain trail bridges (HMG, 1996). Through this 
partnership, new ideas and technologies were developed, including the “SBD standards” (later referred to 
as LSTB standards). Since the establishment of LBS however, the influence of SBD has waned and 
instead, LBS, which has a permanent status within the government structure, has taken the lead in policy 
formulation.  
 
Donor engagement in trail bridge building: longstanding partnership 

 
The government of Switzerland’s support to trail bridge building began in 1972, with financial, technical, 
and material support to SBD through the Suspension Bridge Programme (SBP), which acted as a 
counterpart for technical advice. Over the past five decades, assistance has evolved from piloting and 
standardizing technologies, direct construction to technical assistance (TA) and an advisory role. 
Currently, TA is aligned with the devolved provisions and spirit of the new Constitution, focusing on 
strengthening the new institutions to deliver trail bridges as per their mandates (MoFAGA, 2019b).  
 
Through this engagement, development of the “community-approach” is widely acknowledged as a 
watershed moment, as it led to the dramatic rise in bridge outputs while also establishing principles of 
participation, through local management of resources and decision-making. The approach was initiated 
through the SDC supported Bridge Building at Local Level (BBLL) project, in the 1990s, to find alternative 
technologies and approaches to build bridges to meet high demands, which were not being met through 
SBD. According to project documents, before the “community-approach” was initiated, SBD was not 
interested in “local technologies” as it was “not glamourous” and SBD’s “…existing human resources were 
already occupied, and funds were available to build high standard bridges from the government” (SATA 
1981:41). This opened the way for BBLL to pilot alternative bridge designs, which addressed the massive 
volume of trail bridge demand - at lesser costs5.  
 
Later in 2001, SBD and BBLL, two of the SDC projects were merged into the Trail Bridge Sub Sector 
Project (TBSSP). The project was successful in incorporating the “community-approach” within 
government systems and structures; along with NGOs and UCs (HMG6, SDC and HELVETAS, 2004:11). 
There was also a further increase in trail bridge outputs, with 200-250 bridges built annually.  
 

 
3 Previously, the Department of Local Infrastructure Development and Agricultural Roads 
4 Previously referred as the Ministry of Local Development  
5 The per meter cost of SSTBs is 50 per cent of LSTBs (HELVETAS 2007). 
6 His Majesty’s Government  
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These tangible outputs along with the development of new technologies, standards and norms led to SDC 
to be regarded as a “pioneer” amongst DPs in trail bridge building. This narrative is still prevalent and 
recognized by government representatives interviewed for this study. Support to the sub-sector has also 
continued through successive projects through TA, accounting for 6.5 per cent of the total NRs 3.5 billion 
(equivalent to USD 29.4 million) programme cost in 2020 (MoFAGA, 2020). Significantly, with respect to 
policy dialogue, SDC has also been able to occupy a unique position, whereby it is the only DP which is 
a member of the Steering Committee7 (MoFAGA, 2019b). 
 

5. ANALYSIS 

Gender mainstreaming in transport sector: Legal provisions and practices  
 
Article 38 in the Constitution of Nepal 2015 states that women have the right to participate in all bodies of 
the state. It guarantees women’s rights to positive discrimination and the right to obtain special 
opportunities in employment. Furthermore, Article 253 designates the National Women Commission to be 
responsible for ensuring gender mainstreaming in different sectors – including transport. The line ministry 
for trail bridges also has a GESI policy that aims to mainstream gender.  
 
Other national policies, such as the Local Self Governance Act (LSGA) 1999, aims at empowering local 
bodies by enhancing their participation in development activities. This was also the first legislative 
document which specifically set targets for discriminated groups (e.g., 20 per cent women in development 
works). Likewise, the Local Infrastructure Development Policy 2004 advocates for special attention to be 
provided for gender equality in the formulation, implementation, and operation of local infrastructure.  
 
Within the transport sector, gender mainstreaming has also been influenced by wider discourses, and with 
DP support, inclusion of women through participation and employment opportunities has become the 
norm, rather than the exception (Hada, 2020; Sherpa et al., 2019). Studies show that incorporation of 
gender in rural infrastructure has had positive impacts – primarily in improving livelihoods, self-confidence 
and in increasing women’s representation in management (Sherpa et al., 2019). However, others also 
point out that women continue to be overshadowed and side-lined by their male counterparts when it 
comes to decision-making (Priya and Turner, 2019; Sherpa et al., 2019) and that in many cases, 
“tokenism” of women’s participation is widely prevalent, with women physically present in committees but 
“strategically absent” (Tanzarn, 2018).  
 
Trail Bridge Strategy 2006: Beginning of GESI mainstreaming 

 
The Trail Bridge Strategy promulgated in 2006 is the guiding policy document for the sub-sector. Drafting 
was led by the then Department of Local Infrastructure and Development Agricultural Roads (DoLIDAR), 
now referred as DoLI, through LBS with consultation with SBD, and supported by SDC8. When 
discussions began in 2005 to formulate the strategy, there were two main concerns - institutionalizing the 
two (short and long) parallel trail bridge designs and approaches, and addressing the influence on the 
selection of bridges, which till then was open to political pressure9.  
 
According to government officials, social inclusion concerns were acknowledged to be important, but “not 
a major concern” in an infrastructure project and were not heavily debated10. Consensus was to follow 
existing government policies – the LSGA 1999 and the LIDP 2004, which advocate for decentralization 
and participation of discriminated communities in development works. People-centred development 
projects were already being widely implemented internationally (and in Nepal), with most justified as being 
efficient (for achieving outputs/outcomes) and effective (empowering and bring equity; Cleaver, 1999). 
Meanwhile, within the trail bridge programme, the experiences and “lessons learnt” through the 
“community-approach” were put forward by SDC as successful examples to guide the sub-sector on 
participation. For example, the project had already started introducing quotas for women (30 per cent in 
UCs) to “…give voice to groups that are otherwise excluded through structural barriers” (HMG, SDC and 
HELVETAS, 2004:6). 

 
7 Provides policy support and strategic guidance (MoFAGA 2019b:19). 
8 Interview with ex-high-level official on 11 June 2021. 
9 Interview with ex-high-level official on 10 and 11 June 2021. 
10 Interview with ex-high-level official on 11 June 2021.  
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Within DoLIDAR, there was however some resistance from a few individuals. Questions were raised on 
involving local communities as well as the need to include women and discriminated groups, mostly by 
engineers, in what they viewed as a purely technical and male activity11. Interviews revealed that officials 
within SBD had already felt threatened with the establishment of LBS, and with the importance given to 
the community-approach, the feeling was that “their share of bridge building” would be further curtailed12.  
 
TBSSP project staff recall that despite the arguments against the community approach - the significant 
rise in trail bridge outputs at lesser costs, compared to those of SBD was undeniable13. One way in which 
they sought to persuade the government was to point out that the high demand for bridges would not be 
met through SBD’s low outputs. By then, norms and standards had already been standardized in 
manuals14, which further bolstered their argument. Likewise, community mobilization (including women’s 
participation) had also already been formalized in a manual. All these aspects came together and finally, 
there was agreement to institutionalise the community approach. This led to the demarcation of bridges 
according to their span - with shorter bridges up to 120 m and longer bridges more than 120 m.  
 
With regards to engendering the strategy, interviews indicate that once the “community approach” was 
accepted, they readily agreed to the prevailing provisions and experiences of the Swiss projects. This 
included women’s representation in management roles (Users’ Committees), targeted for 30 per cent, 
similar to the project’s log frame target.  
 
Government officials revealed that quotas were regarded as the “most pragmatic” way to provide space 
to discriminated groups in bridge building. It was also the easiest way to monitor and report. Quotas for 
employment opportunities were however not included. When asked why not, government officials shared 
that at that time they did not think that large number of women would be attracted or could take part in the 
physically demanding construction works. Equal pay for equal work for men and women was, however, 
included. Reports show that questions were already being raised with regards to cases of women being 
paid less than men during construction (HMG, SDC and HELVETAS, 2004:20). The number of women 
involved were low, but, according to government officials, it was publicly sensitive and so they readily 
accepted and included it as a working principle. 
 
Prioritizing bridge selection was another pivotal component. Till then, political pressure to construct 
bridges were not uncommon and to address this issue different approaches were deliberated15. Amongst 
them, the suspension bridge project had already been operationalizing a prioritization criterion16. This 
method was deemed to be the most neutral and was incorporated. Looking back, government officials 
note that the criteria provided them with a reason to push back on politically motivated bridge demands, 
instead of outright rejecting them. And whilst not all demands could be repelled, they acknowledge that 
there was a definite reduction.  
 
Trail bridge SWAp Framework-I (2009-2014): Incremental GESI provisions 

 
As the name suggests, the aim of the next key policy document - Trail Bridge Sector Wide Approach 
Framework-I (2009-2014) was to implement the programme through a sector-wide approach (SWAp). In 
Nepal, DPs had already started discussing aid effectiveness in 2000 and after the endorsement of the 
Paris Declaration on Effectiveness in 2005, there was renewed impetus to coordinate development efforts, 
under a common policy, to “harmonize aid practices”, led by the government. Within this discourse, the 

 
11 Interview with TBSSP project staff on 4 June 2021. 
12 Interview with ex-high-level official on 11 June 2021. 
13 Interview with TBSSP project staff on 4 June 2021. 
14 Altogether 16 manuals (technical design, standards; social mobilization, training, and maintenance) were 

developed and published. 
15 One ex-government official recalled how difficult it was to reject even technically unfeasible or redundant 

bridges  
16 1. Distance gained: time saved if a bridge were to be constructed; 2. River type:  number of months that a river 

is fordable; 3. Risk factor: deaths occurred due to lack of a bridge, 4. Beneficiary population, 5. Discriminated 

groups 
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Ministry had begun consultations with seven DPs17 in 2007 to conceptualize18 a sector-wide approach 
and a Statement of Intent (SoI) was signed in 2008 (MoLD, 2009).  
 
During the drafting process, government officials recall that, from their perspective GESI provisions 
established by the Strategy had been effective in ensuring representational space. Especially, as records 
showed that the number of women involved in the committees had increased from less than 20 per cent 
(pre-strategy) to above 30 per cent (by 2009; Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2: Women’s representation in users’ committees (2004-2020) 
 

 
Source: Annual Progress Reports 
 
Within the government, there were however mixed views towards women’s engagement in bridge 
building. Some regarded the participation of women encouragingly and shared anecdotal cases of where 
they saw successful cases of women in committees constructing bridges. They were eager to build upon 
the achievements by introducing new provisions. While others were still sceptical and thought that the 
programme was already doing enough. One ex-official noted that, “…targets are not ceilings for 
participation (for women). They can increase their involvement if they want”19.   
 
Interviews revealed that policy makers were aware of the criticism of “tokenism” (Tanzarn, 2018) directed 
towards the programme, but instead of delving deeper into why and how women were engaging in the 
programme, the consensus was to “play it safe”. New provision of reserving at least one key position20 for 
an individual from a discriminated group (including women) was introduced with the reasoning that by 
ensuring a decision-making position, discriminated groups would have greater control over resources. 
However, it can be argued that it did not necessarily address the underlying concern that even when 
women were part of the committees, they were so in name only. At the implementation level, project staff 
shared that considerations were made when arranging committee meetings around women’s household 
chores and training NGO facilitators to ensure discriminated groups were not side-lined during meetings. 
They also point out that the project was fully committed towards ensuring work-force-diversity within their 
staff structure, so that higher number of women are employed. But, at the policy level, the policymakers 
were content to continue with quotas for women, with increasing targets (e.g., representation of women 
in committees was increased to 33 per cent from 30 per cent). Two additional provisions, already being 
practiced within the donor supported project, were also introduced - proportionate representation of 
discriminated groups, as per the beneficiary population, in the committees, and targeting of employment 
opportunities (50 per cent) for discriminated groups. For the latter, targets specifically for women were, 
however, still not deemed necessary.  
 
Trail Bridge SWAp Framework-II (2014-2019): Consolidation of GESI provisions 
 
After disaggregated data on bridge committees, including key positions, started to be monitored/reported 
after Framework-I, data showed that more women were elected to the treasurer position than others 
(Figure 3). In the minds of many, this confirmed the narrative that locally “women are more trustworthy 
than men”21. Whether it is true or not would be a topic for further research, but at the bridge sites the 

 
17 SDC, WB, ADB, DFID, GTZ, JICA and WFP 
18 This involved a detailed assessment of the sub-sector and recommendations. 

19 Interview with ex-high-level official on 11 June 2021. 
20 Three key positions include – Chairperson, Secretary and Treasurer  
21 Interview with ex-high-level official on 18 June 2021. 
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dominant view was that “women were less likely to misappropriate funds”. Alternatively, a few also voiced 
the opinion that women could be self-excluding themselves from the chairperson and secretary position, 
as it would require them to travel away from their homes for bridge related activities, and so were instead 
only agreeing to the treasurer role.  
 
 
 
Figure 3: Women representation in key position in users’ committees 
 

 
Note: Some UCs have more than 1 women in key positions 
Source: Trail Bridge Strategy Information System  
 
For the policy makers, however, the overall rise in women representation in the committees (Figure 2 and 
3) along with the successes achieved in raising the outputs (up to 200 bridges) through the “community 
approach” indicated that the previous framework was effective. They were pleased with the progress and 
during the interviews revealed that they did not want to “rock the boat” and ask reasons why the proportion 
was so high, and instead favoured the continuation of existing provisions, with increments in the targets.   
 
Trail Bridge SWAp Framework-III (2019-2022): Continuation of accommodative measures  

 
Nepal was undergoing dramatic changes when the next framework was being drafted. The promulgation 
of the new Constitution in 2015 had ended the centralistic unitary system of government and in its place 
re-structured the country into a three-sphere system, with a federal government and new autonomous 
sub-national governments at the provincial and municipality levels22. Overall focus of the new framework 
was on institutionalizing the trail bridge programme within the new structures, especially the sub-national 
units, which had been given the mandate for trail bridge construction by the Local Government Operation 
Act 2017. From the DP perspective the gains achieved through the “community approach” had to be 
embedded in the new institutions (vis-à-vis the contracting approach) from the beginning.  
 
Prior to the drafting of the framework, a study on trail bridge policies and practices in 2019, had concluded 
that the past policies were more “gender responsive” than “gender transformative” and that the 
implementation of policies tended to fall within the “gender accommodative” spectrum (Sherpa et al., 
2019). The key gap identified was “…the lack of attempt to minimise (the) increase in women’s workload 
caused by participation in trail bridge construction” (Sherpa et al., 2019:41). Particularly, when women 
were nominated to committees, because of time constraints due to care work or due to socio-cultural 
hierarchies, they were unable to perform their roles or were impeded from voicing opinions. One key 
recommendation was to redistribute care work, by encouraging support of male family members and 
improving facilitation by local NGOs. Masonry trainings for women, to qualify for high skill work and wages, 
and child-care provisions at the bridge construction sites were also recommended. 
 
From the author perspective, the underlying expectation was that through engagement in the programme, 
women would become more empowered (able to mobilize their capacities and act upon their needs), 
become social actors and bring change to their lives (and communities) – i.e., “transformational” change 
(Jha et al., 2009). Government and project staff instead viewed women’s (and other groups) engagement 

 
22 Nepal was re-structured into 7 Provinces and 753 municipalities  
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from a more “transactional approach” where, the main goal was to construct a bridge effectively and 
efficiently. “Participation” was viewed through a much narrower lens, whereby engagement and decision 
over trial bridge activities was regarded to be sufficient. This is a view that can be traced right back to the 
designing of the Strategy and has remained the dominant view amongst policymakers.   
 
While the degree of sensitivity differed, the common opinion amongst government and project staff was 
that a single trail bridge programme cannot change social structures. Furthermore, it was argued that 
while there is room for improvement for more “meaningful participation” of women in the committees, they 
rejected the idea of introducing provisions for engagement with family members beyond trail bridge 
building activities. Project staff feared that by focusing on “transformational” change, the thrust of the 
programme, which had been effectively delivering significant outputs (400 bridges annually), would get 
disrupted by changing the focus of the programme, especially, at a critical juncture in the country’s history 
when new institutions were being established and trail bridge building needed to be established at different 
government levels.  
 
Instead, it was argued that separate projects (e.g., REFELCT23 processes), which explicitly focuses on 
raising issues through trained facilitators with continuous engagement (and not merely during trail bridge 
construction milestones) would be more effective, particularly, to change minds, attitudes, and behaviours. 
Similarly, recommendations for childcare, were also deemed to be impractical from a management 
perspective, due to the nature of construction works, where the number of labourers working at the bridge 
sites fluctuate24 depending upon the stage of construction (unlike road building). Consequently, when the 
Framework-III was being drafted, the recommendations were viewed to be not within the scope of the 
programme.  
 
As with the previous frameworks, the consensus was to favour incremental changes, such as increasing 
the target of women’s representation in users’ committees to 50 per cent. Realizing that women are and 
want to be engaged in bridge construction, targets were, however, introduced for employment 
opportunities (targeted of at least 30 per cent at all the bridge sites; MoFAGA, 2019b).  
 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

By tracing the historical context and processes which have led to the formulation of the policy documents, 
the paper shows how incremental GESI provisions can gain widespread acceptance and become 
institutionalized within transport infrastructure programmes and government executing agencies, which 
are historically known for being “gender blind”. The case study of the trail bridge programme demonstrates 
that while there are differing views on gender within the government, the tendency is to build a consensus 
and select provisions which are easier to monitor and record, and that there is a reluctance for more 
drastic ones, even though an enabling environment has been created by the gender-sensitive new 
Constitution. One reason for the latter, can be attributed towards the “transactional approach” underlying 
the participation of women in trail bridge building, where they are seen as actors for the effective delivery 
of bridges, rather than catalysts for transformational change. The agency and leadership are encouraged 
and supported through affirmative reservations, but active attempts to challenge societal structures, such 
as encouraging men’s involvement in care work, are deemed to be beyond the scope of the trail bridge 
programme. 
This study also illustrates that the donor involvement in the sub-sector has been successful in influencing 
participatory approaches. Explicit targets and provisions for women, practiced in SDC supported projects, 
filtered into the trail bridge programme, and are now accepted throughout the entire country. This influence 
is founded on a long and successful partnership, which led to important developments on norms, 
standards and the “community-approach”, which transformed the sub-sector. The programme has been 
able to continuously achieve high outputs and has enabled the State to meet the needs of its citizens 

 
23 Regenerated Freirean Literacy through Empowering Community Technique, which is used for 

empowerment, social action, where discriminated groups are brough together to identify, analyze and 

act on issues that affect them (Jha et al 2009).  
24 The highest number of labourers (50-80 persons) is required cable pulling, but it is for only 1 day. 

Similarly, during concreting up to 10 labourers are required, for 3 days. The longest period that 

labourers are engaged is during stone masonry works for 30 days, when up to 5 labourers are 

engaged.  



Transport and Communications Bulletin for Asia and the Pacific    No. 91, 2021  

 12 

effectively. And whilst participatory approaches may have stemmed and filtered into Nepal from global 
discourses, it has successfully been realized in the country to meet its unique need. 
 

7. RECOMMENDATION 

Policymakers need to build upon the past achievements and seek to redress the inequalities at the bridge 
sites, within the trail bridge programme’s scope. Widening access to employment for women is one such 
possible area where the programme can target, specifically in terms of providing masonry trainings, so 
that they can earn as skilled labourers. This is in line with SDG target 8 which promotes inclusive, 
productive employment and decent work for all. It was also one of the recommendations of the study on 
trail bridge practices, which indicated that women are keen to earn more, but are limited due to the lack 
of trainings. This would be within the scope of the trail bridge programme, and similar to the past, piloting 
of the approach, could provide the necessary learnings for implementation nationally. Already, during 
implementation, at least 1 woman from each bridge site is included in Demonstration Model Bridge 
Trainings, where bridge-craft-persons are trained on construction25 and committee members are oriented 
on record keeping. To date, women participants are limited to the latter (bookkeeping), but there is scope 
for the programme to widen its objective and start providing construction related trainings to women who 
are keen to learn the skill.  
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