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Preface

As an intergovernmental institution whose mission is to 
enable sustainable and resilient mountain development 
for improved and equitable livelihoods through 
knowledge and regional cooperation, we are deeply 
concerned about the impacts of the coronavirus disease 
(COVID–19) pandemic crisis across the Hindu Kush 
Himalayan (HKH) region. The HKH countries had built 
momentum towards enhanced regional cooperation 
to together address the region’s most urgent problems 
when the COVID-19 pandemic deeply disrupted the 
HKH economies, exacerbated food insecurity and 
caused unprecedented social disruptions, especially 
for the poor and marginalized, threatening to deepen 
inequality gaps.

We strongly believe that recovery and renewal needs 
to focus on the HKH and that first steps in a recovery 
are important to set us on a trajectory that will build 
resilience, address climate change, and clear a path to 
a more prosperous and sustainable future for the HKH. 
For the long-term sustainability of the global asset that 
is the HKH, this trajectory must be a compassionate 
one that recognizes the diverse situations and peoples, 
and effectively reaches the most vulnerable.

Since our work does not explicitly focus on public 
health, we have refrained from public health-related 
analyses which can be accessed through global 
public health institutions such as the World Health 
Organization. We offer here analysis of the known 
and potential impacts across our areas of expertise on 
the environment and livelihoods and suggest policy 
direction and actions to mitigate the impacts and 
pivot towards a trajectory of sustainable growth and 
prosperity in the HKH.

We express our solidarity with the governments and 
people of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, 
India, Myanmar, Nepal and Pakistan in facing the 
challenges and recovering from cascading crises 
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. All of our focal 
ministries in the eight countries have shown keen interest 
in this regional policy paper and our sincerest aspiration 
is that it will help to guide response and recovery in the 
HKH region and to forge a well-defined path towards an 
inclusive, resilient and prosperous HKH.

David Molden  
Director General

Eklabya Sharma 
Deputy Director General 
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Executive summary 

The people and mountain environments of the Hindu 
Kush Himalaya (HKH) have not been isolated from 
the impacts of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic. The social, economic and environmental 
impacts have been harsh and have exacerbated old 
risks and vulnerabilities and highlighted new ones. 
The long-term consequences will be profound unless 
we develop mountain-specific and common policy 
responses at the country level, with the region in mind 
and aimed towards enhanced regional cooperation. 
These responses need to be built in such a manner 
that they address short- and medium- to long-term 
concerns to lessen the potential impact and at the 
same time, build socio-ecological resilience important 
for mountain people to thrive in the face of a range of 
future shocks including climate change.

The pandemic struck at a time when HKH countries 
were enjoying economic growth. With the strike of 
the pandemic, HKH countries have felt the sharp 
pains of dramatic economic decline and skyrocketing 
unemployment. Decreased mobility of workers has 
impacted the remittance economy, and the lockdown 
itself has challenged social and family norms. Quickly, 
fear and anxiety have become a norm leading to 
more psychological stress for individuals and there 
are reports of increases in gender-based violence. 
Entire food systems have been impacted as both input 
supplies and market links were abruptly disrupted. 
There are also more reports of illegal hunting and 
wildlife trade from pristine ecosystems. On a positive 
side, in the short run, carbon emissions have reduced, 
and people have appreciated cleaner air quality, 
demonstrating to us what is possible in the long run.

Mountain-based economies such as agriculture and 
tourism have collapsed, and mountain people are 
highly vulnerable to slide into chronic poverty. The 
looming threat of severe hunger and malnutrition has 
intensified as mountain farming systems were already 
declining before the pandemic. Gender, social and 
economic inequalities could easily widen accompanied 
by more poverty, constricted access to education, and 
higher risks of rising maternal child mortality and 
morbidity rates. With their rich natural resources, 
mountain environments are particularly sensitive to 
the likelihood of increased resource extraction, illegal 
wildlife trade, and zoonotic diseases spreading across 

borders, even while they also absorb climate change 
impacts leading to more floods, landslides and other 
natural hazards. These are frightening times, unless 
we are able to take quick actions and at the same time, 
address the roots of many of these vulnerabilities.

Countries are already implementing immediate 
responses to the pandemic such as providing 
economic relief including cash transfers. Relief is 
being provided to business and actions are being taken 
to make sure that food production and distribution 
continues. But remote mountains and hill areas 
could miss opportunities for such relief because of 
their remoteness and marginalized political voice. 
Mountain-specific actions such as immediate support 
for farmers to continue producing and marketing 
food and to establish food reserves to meet emergency 
needs will help prevent hunger and food insecurity. 
Small businesses, including those in the informal 
sector, need to be prevented from collapse. Countries 
and communities need to reach out to identify and 
support the most vulnerable groups including women, 
children, the elderly, people with disabilities or physical 
challenges, and migrant labourers on the move. Data 
and reporting systems are quickly needed for the 
most marginalized communities, and protocols and 
accountability mechanisms are required to provide 
care for marginalized groups. Immediately, frontline 
staff for parks and protected areas are required to 
protect ecosystems. The wide dissemination of correct 
information is essential both to avoid panic, but also 
to target relief where it is needed. Because travel is 
limited during the short run, decentralized Information 
Technology (IT) based solutions for data, reporting 
and communication, need to be rapidly developed and 
deployed.

When the spread of COVID-19 is brought under control 
and restrictions are lifted, we need to start rebuilding 
and the key will be to rebuild for more sustainable 
livelihoods and resilience. Farming systems are a 
key concern, and this is the time to pivot towards 
organic farming and to start revitalizing mountain 
farming both with high value mountain products 
and with nutritious mountain crops like fruits and 
nuts, sorghum, buckwheat, millet and barley. Diverse 
mountain farming systems will have both short- and 
long-run payoffs, offering more nutritious food now 
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and in the long run offering more wealth to mountain 
communities. With food scarcity as a looming threat, 
it is time to reestablish mountain food granaries to 
supplement public food storage and supply systems. 
Quick efforts are required to conserve and restore 
water sources and natural spring recharge areas both 
for farming and for household use, important now 
when hand-washing and hygiene are key concerns. 
Women’s organizational networks, already strong in 
many mountain communities, will be essential for 
short term responses and for long term involvement in 
decision-making.

Jobs need to be an immediate focus; economies more 
dependent on migration and remittances will likely 
not resume to previous levels and more mountain 
people will be looking for jobs. This is the time to 
rebuild toward a green economy, to strengthen 
agribusiness for input and marketing support, and 
to build entrepreneurship around farming, forestry, 
energy and tourism. For gender transformative change, 
it is critical to give special attention to opportunities 
for women. Rebuilding tourism will still be important 
for mountain economies and now is the right time to 
make sure that tourism is eco-friendly and supports 
local communities. Financial systems need to be 
strengthened to provide inclusive services in support of 
resilient businesses. IT services will play a special role 
and it will be essential to build IT infrastructure and 
provide training and opportunities in the mountains. 

In the long run, we will need public investments 
for mountains in inclusive and accessible health 
services and infrastructure, agricultural support, and 
for sustainable and low carbon development. The 
pandemic has unveiled the crisis of public health in 
the mountains that needs to be addressed. It has also 
highlighted the need for more innovations and more 
mountain-specific, gender disaggregated data to know 
what is happening with people and the environment. 

We need more investments in the mountains, including 
global and regional financing mechanisms for 
mitigating climate risks including disasters, adaptation 
and resilience building, and for climate-resilient 
infrastructure development. These must be based on 
data and evidence about mountain realities, and feed 
into more effective and targeted policies and adaptive 
planning. Knowledge-based policy networks are 
particularly effective and should be both immediately 

tapped and strengthened for the longer term. 
Effectively communicating mountain issues is critical, 
policies should encourage inclusive multi-stakeholder 
dialogue and engagement and communication should 
support the delivery of effective responses. Recognizing 
and strengthening both formal and informal mountain 
institutional arrangements, and bringing them into 
the policy discussion, will help in the COVID-19 
response, and will advance resilience building for 
mountains. This is the time to set policy directions 
and policy targets aiming at a more equitable and 
sustainable future. To achieve such targets we 
need scaled up social protection services; more 
funding of green recovery packages; strengthened 
entrepreneurial ecosystems; and more policy support 
for mountain farmers and enhancing ecosystem 
services. Importantly, policies need to transform 
labour markets to create sustainable employment 
opportunities, relying less on migration. A number 
of regulatory actions will be critical for mountains: 
controlling pollution including the safe disposal of 
medical waste; enhancing certification regimes for 
organic farming and mountain product identity-
building; and importantly, strengthening legislation 
in support of migrant workers and workers in the 
informal sector. This is the opportunity for financial 
mechanisms to better aid mountain people – through 
improved digital and financial services; and financial 
services that promote equity and sustainability.  

The pandemic has shown us how interconnected 
the world is and how important it is to work together 
between countries whether on issues of health and 
recovery, migration, illegal wildlife trade, or climate 
change. Before the crisis, shared mountain issues 
were bringing countries together and the eight HKH 
countries had built momentum around a jointly 
developed Call to Action based on the comprehensive 
science outlined in the HKH Assessment. That regional 
cooperation around mountains is needed now more 
than ever to develop mountain solutions, to manage 
mountain resources, to promote trade and tourism, 
and to promote overall equitable, sustainable and 
resilient mountain development. The resilient 
recovery of the HKH region requires stronger regional 
and international cooperation that solicits funding from 
the eight HKH countries and draws global investment 
to the region.
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Introduction

As the world comes to grips with the public health 
implications of the global COVID-19 pandemic, it is also 
clear that responses to the pandemic have led to severe 
global socioeconomic disruption and significant 
economic downturns in national and local economies, 
affecting production, industries, services, and jobs. Its 
severe impact on the poor and vulnerable is widening 
inequality gaps and many who had made gains will 
slide back into poverty. Under various contraction 
scenarios, it is predicted that over half of the additional 
poor will be in South Asia (Sumner et al. 2020), a 
number that will increase if China and Myanmar 
are included. Although each country has individual 
specificities, the eight countries in the Hindu Kush 
Himalaya (HKH) – Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
China, India, Myanmar, Nepal and Pakistan (Figure 1) – 
have been profoundly impacted by these extraordinary 
circumstances.

It is important to consider the HKH region not only 
because of its specificities but also because impacts in 
mountains often have unexpected repercussions for 
entire countries. The region is a critically important 

FIGURE 1 THE HINDU KUSH HIMALAYA AND 10 RIVER BASINS

global asset given its water, food, energy, biodiversity, 
forest, and carbon resources. The region provides 
ecosystem services that directly sustain the livelihoods 
of 240 million people in the mountains and hills; 
direct and indirect benefits for 1.9 billion people in 
the mountains and downstream; and food for more 
than 3 billion people. The region is also home to some 
of the most diverse cultures, languages, religions, and 
traditional knowledge systems in the world (Sharma 
et al. 2019). The current crisis has caused disruptions 
to sustainable development and resilience building in 
the HKH with clear impacts not only in the hills and 
mountains, but also in downstream areas, regionally in 
Asia, and globally.

Over the past decades, the environment and the air 
and water supporting agriculture and human life in the 
HKH have been compromised by intolerable amounts 
of pollution, and biodiversity loss and land use changes 
have contributed to habitat loss, expanding the human-
wildlife interface and facilitating the spread of zoonotic 
diseases such as COVID-19. In addition, the HKH is 
a climate change hotspot, subject to dramatic loss of 
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glaciers, and increase in weather extremes leading to 
increased frequency and intensity of natural disasters. 
A business-as-usual post-pandemic recovery that relies 
on fossil fuel intensive and inequitable growth will 
accelerate the rate of climate change in the region and 
exacerbate the vulnerability of mountain communities. 

An inclusive and climate-resilient recovery along 
a trajectory towards prosperity (Figure 2) will 
provide sustainable opportunities for growth, 
employment generation and wellbeing in the 
region and must include: scaled up social protection 
systems; investments aligning financial services 
with an inclusive and climate responsive recovery; 
investments in nature-based solutions; strengthened 
entrepreneurial ecosystems; investment in resilient 
infrastructure to encourage low carbon growth; and a 
transformation of labour markets to create sustainable 
employment opportunities.

The HKH Call to Action provides a clear and compelling 
vision towards a prosperous HKH which must include 
inclusive and climate resilient response and recovery 
mechanisms. It also elaborates nine broad mountain 
priorities as they relate to the globally important 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).   

The SDGs provide essentially important goals and 
targets that should not be forgotten in response 
and recovery processes. Pivoting towards a more 
prosperous HKH requires giving more priority to the 
SDGs in the mountains, more regional cooperation 
among the eight HKH countries, and assistance 
through external support from the international 
development partners. 

The extraordinary circumstances created by COVID-19 
provide immense opportunity to build back better 
and for stronger regional cooperation among the 
eight countries of the HKH. In this comprehensive 
policy paper, we have sought to cover impacts, risks 
and vulnerabilities, short-term, medium-term and 
long-term actions (see Annex I) and policy responses 
across economic, food and nutrition security, 
social, gender, environmental, climate action and 
resilience dimensions significant to the HKH along 
with implications for regional and international 
cooperation. Since our expertise focuses on 
environment and people and not specifically on public 
health, we have not ventured to discuss public health 
issues here as it is more appropriately addressed by 
institutions focused on public health such as the World 
Health Organization.
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SECTION 1 
Economic dimensions

The COVID-19 crisis is not only a public health shock 
but also a global economic crisis. The global economy 
has absorbed a major disruption and is heading 
towards a recession. This situation threatens to roll 
back poverty reduction gains, with some expressing the 
concern that, “Everything else equal, even a relatively 
small contraction in per capita income or consumption 
of 5 per cent as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
could lead to an increase in the incidence of income-
based poverty for the first time since 1990” (Sumner 
et al. 2020). Globalization, economic integration, and 
interconnectedness among the different sectors of 
economies means that a change in any one part of the 
global economy or in any one country affects other 
parts of the world and other sectors of the economy. 
Like other global risks such as climate change, COVID-19 
has become a global systemic economic risk as it has 
affected almost all of the economies of the world. 

Economically speaking, government responses to 
the COVID-19 crisis have necessarily focused on 
increasing health-related resources and fiscal support 
for emergency public health interventions. Across the 
HKH, governments have had varying approaches,1 
with all strengthening some form of social protection 
measure (cash and asset transfers, including food) 
and all have provided resources to support the poor 
while some have also provided wage support to low-
wage workers. In terms of fiscal allocations, some 
examples include: the Government of Afghanistan 
allocation of US $15 million for COVID-19 containment; 
the Government of Bangladesh US $29 million for 
COVID-19 preparedness and response; the Government 
of India US $22.6 billion for essential food items, health 
facilities, fuel, and direct cash support to the poor and 
senior citizens; and the Government of Pakistan’s US 
$7 billion relief package for the next three months. 
The governments of Bhutan, China, and Myanmar and 
Nepal also adopted different social protection measures 
to support poor and vulnerable groups (World Bank 
2020a; PRC 2020). In some of these countries, monetary 
incentives and support was also provided to encourage 

people to comply with quarantine measures. Besides 
government support, NGOs, civil society, private sector 
and religious organizations also extended their support 
in providing food and essential items to the poor. 

HKH governments have also adopted various fiscal 
and monetary measures to minimize the short-term 
economic impacts and to inject liquidity into financial 
systems, including concessional lending to prioritized 
sectors and reduced restrictions on payments such 
as forbearance of taxes, rent and utility payments 
and deadlines for loan payments to make liquidity 
available and to provide flexibility for debtors. For 
instance, the Reserve Bank of India rolled out a plan 
of 1.8% of GDP to increase liquidity in the financial 
sector. In addition to the central government efforts, 
some States in India also adopted stimulus measures 
to sustain economic activities and support the poor. 
For instance, Kerala State announced a US $2.6 billion 
package (2.5% of the state GDP) for economic recovery 
and some direct transfers to poor households. 
Similarly, the Government of Pakistan introduced a 
stimulus package and financial support including US 
$600 million support to small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) and tax refunds to the export industry (World 
Bank 2020a). The Government of Bangladesh also 
announced US $588 million in salary support to 
garment and other export industries to support their 
workers. The Government of Nepal received US $29 
million for COVID-19 response from the World Bank 
(World Bank 2020d). 

China has already opened the economy and adopted 
several measures for economic recovery and 
supporting SMEs by waiving or delaying their social 
security contributions and deferring land-use rents 
and property tax. They have also rolled out specific 
funds to subsidize various sectors, including retail, 
food, transport and tourism, and to support low-
income households (PRC 2020). China’s central bank 
now provides targeted credit support for companies 
that directly participate in pandemic control, such as 

1 https://covid19policy.adb.org/policy-measures
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those in the healthcare sector. India’s central bank has 
introduced measures to increase liquidity to enable 
access to credit for the pharmaceutical, construction 
and tourism industries. The Government of Bangladesh 
is providing 50 to 70% subsidy to farmers for buying 
harvesters to address labour shortages in paddy 
harvesting. The governments of Bhutan, Myanmar 
and Nepal have also rolled out different measures to 
stimulate SMEs (World Bank 2020a).

Impacts, risks and vulnerabilities 
The COVID-19 pandemic and its responses have 
posed unique challenges to the HKH economies 
due to their large populations, high poverty levels, 
and high dependence on exports, service, tourism, 
transport, and remittances. Mountain communities 
face additional challenges due to limited livelihood 
options, inherited vulnerabilities resulting from 
inaccessibility and high dependency on the plains 
and cross-border trade for sustenance. Additional 
challenges for specific communities are compounded 
due to structural discrimination against the most 
marginalized people such as indigenous peoples and 
people from Dalit communities. Both in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and overall, it is especially 
challenging to unravel economic impacts specifically 
for mountain areas since most national statistics are not 
disaggregated for mountain regions.  

Macroeconomic impacts

DECLINING GDP GROWTH 
Even while the range of the pandemic’s economic 
impacts has yet to be fully revealed, the World 
Bank forecasts suggest that the HKH countries will 
experience the worse economic performance of the 
last 40 years and the overall GDP growth rate for the 
region is expected to decline considerably (World 
Bank 2020a). Among the HKH countries, Afghanistan 
(-5.5%), India (-3.2%) and Pakistan (-2.6%) are expected 
to have negative GDP growth in 2020, while other HKH 
countries are projected to experience positive GDP 
growth, ranging from 1.0% in China to 1.8% in Nepal. 
In 2021, HKH countries are projected to rebound 
economic growth; except Pakistan, all other HKH 
countries are projected to have positive economic 
growth in 2021, where China is expected to lead the 
region with 6.9% growth followed by Myanmar (6.0%) 
and India (3.1%). Other countries are projected to 
have very low GDP growth rate ranging from 1% to 2% 
(Table 1). A sharp fall of GDP or negative growth of GDP 
means that a significant part of the population lose 
income. With migrants returning, population numbers 
will grow. Since inflation is also rising, the decline of 
income means that both per capita income and GDP 
will decline further. GDP per capita is projected to 
decline further than the national GDP and result in 
declines in per capita consumption and savings (World 
Bank 2020a; World Bank 2020b).

TABLE 1 REAL GDP GROWTH, INFLATION, AND CURRENT ACCOUNT BALANCE

 Real GDP growth (Annual % change) Inflation (% change in consumer prices) Current Account Balance (% of GDP)

 Actual Projections Actual Projections Actual Projections

Country 2018 2019 2020 2021 2018 2019 2020 2021 2018 2019 2020 2021

Afghanistan 1.8 2.9 –5.5 1.0 0.6 2.3 4.7 4.5 13 8.6 4.9 5.8

Bangladesh 7.9 8.2 1.6 1.0 5.6 5.7 5.5 5.6 –2.6 –2.7 –2.2 –0.8

Bhutan 3.8 3.9 1.5 1.8 2.7 2.6 3.1 3.5 –19.5 –23.1 –21.3 –20.2

China 6.6 6.1 1.0 6.9 2.1 2.9 3 2.6 0.4 1 0.5 1

India 6.1 4.2 -3.2 3.1 3.4 4.5 3.3 3.6 –2.1 –1.1 –0.6 –1.4

Myanmar 6.8 6.3 1.5 6.0 5.9 8.6 6.2 6.3 –4.2 –2.0 –4.7 –3.9

Nepal 6.7 7.0 1.8 2.1 4.1 4.6 6.7 6.7 –8.1 –7.7 –6.5 –6.2

Pakistan 5.5 1.9 –2.6 -0.2 3.9 6.7 11.1 8 –6.3 –5.0 –1.7 –2.4

Sources: The World Bank (2020a), IMF (2020)
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DECLINING EXPORT EARNINGS

COVID-19 has greatly disrupted international and 
regional trade and supply chains. Many countries 
have temporarily closed borders, reduced or halted 
non-essential imports and cancelled imports from 
other countries. The USA and Europe are the main 
trading partners for the HKH countries and their 
economies have slowed down. The last few decades 
of HKH countries’ economic growth was fueled by 
export growth, but the pandemic has caused sharp 
contractions in trade exports and imports due to 
transport disruptions (World Bank 2020a; World 
Bank 2020c). Overall, in South Asia, export growth is 
projected to be from -6.8 to -3.9% and import growth 
from -7.3 to -6.2% due to reduced external demand, 
which is likely to drop beyond the lockdown period in 
2021 (World Bank 2020a). This reduced export earning 
is likely to compound economic crisis in other sectors 
such as employment and household income. 

INFLATION

The HKH countries are expected to experience 
relatively low inflation in 2020 most likely due to 
lower global oil prices. The decrease in oil prices 
will decrease production costs and can have positive 
impacts on inflation and some living expenses. The 
HKH region is a net oil importer and oil occupies the 
lion’s share of the import bill. Except Pakistan (11.1%), 
all other HKH countries are expected to have a low 
level of inflation (3.0% in China to 6.7% in Nepal) in 
2020, which is comparable to 2019 inflation rates (Table 
1). The current account balance (% of GDP) is expected 
to be negative for all HKH countries in 2020, except 
Afghanistan and China (Table 1). Current account 
deficit expectations are also affected by both the sharp 
fall in oil price and the disruption in global supply 
chains, where imports are expected to reduce more 
than exports for most countries. 

FROM MACROECONOMIC TO MOUNTAIN IMPACT

Besides declining GDP growth, government revenues 
have declined markedly in all HKH countries owing 
to shutdown of economic activities combined with a 
sharp fall in tax revenues, duties and other sources of 
government income, while government expenditure 
has risen considerably due to increased costs of 

healthcare, social protection and other health security 
services. Lower revenue collection and higher 
recurrent spending are likely to increase fiscal deficits 
to 7.7 percent of GDP in the region in 2020 (World 
Bank 2020a). The high fiscal deficits in the region are 
adding to public debt, affecting fiscal sustainability. 
Low or negative GDP growth, declining export 
earnings and increased fiscal deficit will reduce per 
capita household income and consumption and push 
more people into poverty.2 It is predicted that South 
Asia will account for more than half of the additional 
poor under these economic scenarios, equivalent to 
reversing almost three decades of progress in global 
poverty reduction (Sumner et al. 2020).

With temporary sealing of borders and restrictions 
on movement, informal cross-border trade is heavily 
affected, not only putting a number of informal 
enterprises involved in supply chains at higher 
risk but also leading to shortage of basic goods, 
particularly in countries like Bhutan and Nepal which 
are heavily dependent on imports from India. Over 
time, the macroeconomic crisis will begin to impact 
mountain areas and can lead to reduced resource 
flow to mountain areas in terms of government 
budget, private sector investment and funding from 
international partners. These crises may cascade 
to different economic sectors and compound the 
impacts in local economies, precipitating economic 
crises at different scales and across forward 
and backward linkages, impacting both supply 
(national, regional and global supply chains) and 
demand (consumption, saving and investment) 
and effecting changes in prices and inflation. If the 
crisis is prolonged, many micro, small, and medium 
enterprises (MSMEs) may not survive and migrant 
workers may not be able to return to their original 
jobs, prompting a long recovery and a protracted 
economic recession. 

The HKH governments, therefore, face significant 
challenges in ensuring effective economic recovery 
across the most affected sectors in the HKH region – 
trade, services, tourism, transport, manufacturing, 
and remittances are (World Bank 2020a) – and 
mountain areas will require specific solutions to 
address the already limited livelihood options and 
mountain specificities. 

2 Various authors have sought to estimate COVID-19 pandemic impacts on income and poverty including (ILO 2020) and researchers at the International 
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) (Vos et al. 2020a; Vos et al. 2020b) based on models whereas (Sumner et al. 2020) have calculated from existing 
World Bank data projecting potential scenarios of contractions in per capita household income or consumption.
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Migration and remittances

Migration is an important livelihood option for millions 
of poor households across the HKH region. The inward 
remittance from migrant workers serves as a lifeline for 
migrant sending families and as an important source 
of foreign currency, which contributes significantly to 
national economies. For instance, in Nepal, remittance 
contributes about 27.3% of the national GDP. India and 
China, two large HKH countries, are also among the top 
remittance recipients in the world with US $83 and $68 
billion respectively in 2019. Remittances also contribute 
significantly to national GDP in Pakistan 7.9%, 
Bangladesh 5.8%, Afghanistan 4.6%, and Bhutan 1.7% 
(World Bank 2020c). It is estimated that remittances 
will fall sharply in all of the HKH countries in 2020 as 
compared to 2019; projected drops are about 23% in 
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, and 14% in Nepal 
(World Bank 2020c). In Myanmar over one million 
migrant workers are employed in different countries 
and it is estimated that foreign remittances have 
fallen 7.3% (Diao et al. 2020). In total, in South Asia, 
remittance flow is projected to decline from US $140 
billion in 2019 to US $109 billion in 2020 and US $115 
billion in 2021 (World Bank 2020c). 

Like external migration, internal migration also 
contributes significantly to households, as many rural 
poor migrate to urban centres and send money back 
to their families. China and India each have over 
100 million internal migrants and numbers across 
other HKH countries are also high relative to their 
populations. The COVID-19 pandemic has placed many 

internal migrant workers in dire conditions; many have 
lost their jobs since both formal and informal work has 
been impacted and many have been unable to return 
home due to disruptions in public transport services 
and movement restrictions. A recent survey in Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh in India reported that 73% of the 
respondent migrant households have lost a job or main 
income source (Population Council, India 2020). 

Informal sector and MSMEs

In the HKH region, other significant livelihood options 
include self-employment; work within MSMEs; or 
informal sector services (Figure 3). For instance, in 
India, 36 million MSMEs employed 60 million people 
and contributed significantly to the national economy 
(Dev and Sengupta 2020). Likewise, in China, there are 
30 million SMEs (He 2020). In Nepal, MSMEs generate 
over two million jobs and contribute 22% of the 
country’s GDP (Shrestha 2020). In other HKH countries 
also, MSMEs play a very important role in providing 
jobs and income, contributing to exports and earning 
foreign currency. These issues are deeply significant for 
mountain populations since many are dependent on 
MSMEs and informal sector services for employment 
and sustenance.

Across the HKH region, the informal sector in general 
and MSMEs in particular have been hit hard by 
COVID-19 and informal enterprises and wage labourers 
face daunting challenges. Many MSMEs are now closed 
due to lockdown, informal sector workers are out of 
work, and economic losses have accumulated due to 

FIGURE 3 SECTOR-WISE DISTRIBUTION OF INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT
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reduced demand, restriction of movement, lack of 
access to markets, and the loss of mobility of people 
and goods (ILO 2020). In Nepal, it is estimated that 
more than a million informal sector workers have lost 
their jobs temporarily or permanently (Awasthi 2020) 
and the poultry sector alone is losing Nepali rupees 220 
million per day (Shrestha 2020). 

In Pakistan, estimates of about 12 million workers 
facing layoffs precipitated calls for urgent recovery 
measures (PIDE 2020a) amid projections that the 
estimated GDP growth rate between 0 to 1.5% would 
increase the percentage of income poor population 
from 25% to around 55% (PIDE 2020b). A survey 
conducted in China revealed that even after opening of 
the economy, many MSMEs are struggling to survive 
– 14% of the surveyed firms will be unable to sustain 
beyond a month on a cash-flow basis and 50% beyond 
three months, raising concerns about long term 
sustainability for SMEs under an extended pandemic 
scenario (Zhang 2020). 

In the formal sector, layoffs and business closures 
mean that workers lose their main income source 
temporarily or permanently. For MSMEs, layoffs or 
closures have multiplier effects on household incomes, 
food and nutrition security, and livelihood security. 
The informal sector is heavily comprised in the HKH 
countries by agriculture, and secondly by industry and 
services but a majority of workers within the informal 
economy are poor and in Nepal for instance, the 
percentage of women’s employment in the informal 
sector is as high as 95% (ILO 2018b), There are 
significant implications for poverty, gender, and food 
and nutrition particularly for mountain communities 
who depend heavily on the informal economy for cash 
incomes. These strains on incomes have a devastating 
effect on workers living close to or below the poverty 
line and will cause more people to slide into poverty. 

TABLE 2 ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION OF TOURISM AND TRAVEL INDUSTRY IN SOUTH ASIA

Share of GDP (%) Number of jobs in T&T  Share in total employment Growth (2018 or latest)

(000s) Most recent year (%) Most recent year (%)

Bangladesh 4.4 2,414 3.9 11.6

India 9.2 42,673 8.1 6.7

Nepal 7.9 1,051 6.7 3.6

Pakistan 7.1 3,850 6.3 7.4

Source: World Bank (2020a).

Travel and tourism 

Travel and tourism employ millions of people (WTTC 
2019) and contribute significantly to the national GDPs 
of the eight HKH countries. For instance, in India, 
tourism and travel services contribute over 9% of the 
GDP and in Pakistan, over 7%. In Nepal, it employs over 
one million people, contributing about 8% to the GDP 
(Table 2). 

Across all HKH countries, the lockdowns in response to 
COVID-19 have abruptly halted travel and the tourism 
sector has been profoundly impacted. In Bhutan, with 
less than a million population, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has caused losses of more than 50,000 employees in the 
tourism and hospitality service sectors and represents a 
significant loss given that tourism is the second largest 
contributor of government revenue (Dolkar 2020). In 
Nepal, cancelation of all Everest expeditions slated for 
the 2020 spring season impacts jobs and revenue. In 
previous years, the Department of Tourism collected 
around US $4 million annually in royalties from 
Everest climbing permits (Prasain and Shrestha 2020). 
In addition to permits, each climbing team spends 
approximately US $40,000–90,000 for other expenses. 

It is estimated that disruptions in the Nepali trekking 
sector alone will impact about a million residents and 
approximately 20,000 tour guides will lose their jobs (De 
Silva 2020). Up to 60,000 workers in the Nepali hospitality 
sector spread across Kathmandu, Pokhara and Chitwan 
are affected (Shrestha 2020). The Xishuangbanna 
Tropical Botanical Garden in China which saw 870, 000 
tourists in 2019,3 reported roughly one-tenth in visitor 
numbers between January and May 2020. In India, one 
estimate projects 40–50 million job cuts from major 
hotel chains, travel agencies and tour operators (Dev 
and Sengupta 2020). Bhutan incurred a loss of US $4.4 
million and Bangladesh lost US $470 million from both 
domestic and international tourism (UNWTO 2020b).  

3 http://www.xtbg.ac.cn/xscbw/jb/202005/P020200527549396318493.pdf
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Agriculture and rural livelihoods

Across the HKH region, rural populations depend on 
labour-intensive agriculture and agri-related activities, 
in which over 50% of the respective countries’ labour 
force are employed. The disruptions resulting from 
the COVID-19 response impact agriculture and entire 
food systems from production, transportation, and 
marketing, to distribution and consumption. A few 
grain-exporting countries have recently restricted their 
exports, disrupting international trade and eroding 
confidence in the global food market.

As a result of the current situation, agricultural 
operations in the HKH region are impacted by labor 
shortages, inability to access required inputs, and 
difficulties in transportation and marketing. The timing 
of the pandemic – during the planting and harvesting 
season of many crops including wheat and paddy – 
means that these two major staple foods for the region 
cannot be properly harvested and processed. 

Agricultural sub-sectors significant for mountain 
communities such as fruits, vegetables, poultry, and 
dairy have all been impacted. A major cash crop for 
mountain areas, fruits are subject to rot for lack of 
storage and processing facilities and dairy farmers 
couldn’t get milk to market. In the plain areas of 
Bangladesh, farmers couldn’t bring harvested 
watermelon to market due to transportation bans. 
Beekeepers couldn’t migrate their bees for spring 
blooms, get buckets for collection and storage of 
harvested honey, or perform honeybee colony 
multiplication work. Mountain people could not 
harvest non-timber forest products (NTFPs), which 
are a major income source for people living in high 
mountain areas of Bhutan, China, India and Nepal and 
form a major part of rural economies in some pockets. 
The caterpillar fungus or ‘yartsa gunbu’ (Ophiocordyceps 
sinensis) is one of the most profitable NTFPs available 
in high mountain areas of the HKH region. Because 
of its high market price, the income from this niche 
product has improved local food security, provided a 
much-needed safety net, and generated employment 
opportunities. For the poultry sub-sector, many 
countries closed live poultry trading and consumers 
avoided poultry thus impacting many small farmers.

Outside the immediate effects from job loss, remittance 
reduction, and challenges within the key HKH 
economic sectors, there are likely longer-term effects 
that will emerge as a result of dampened demand 
for mountain products and services. Moreover, the 
loss of income and fall in remittances is likely to 

increase indebtedness and, in some cases, may force 
households to sell productive assets or make other 
investment decisions that negatively impact wellbeing 
into the future.  

Opportunities
As the foundations of economies have been laid 
bare through this global crisis, it offers a critically 
important opportunity to examine the priorities 
within which those foundations have been planted, 
and to reimagine a model of prosperity based on 
foundations of environmental stewardship and the 
protection of vulnerable communities. For mountain 
communities in particular, that would require more 
investment in mountain agriculture and more 
support for production and marketing of high value 
mountain niche products. Tourism in the mountains 
is an essentially important economic opportunity 
but there has to be a paradigm shift in ensuring 
that profits remain in the communities, that the 
cultures and peoples indigenous to the mountains 
are respected and protected and that long-term 
sustainability of fragile ecosystems replaces tourism 
practices that lead to environmental degradation and 
loss of biodiversity (Kruk et al. 2007). 

As migrants return home, diversified livelihood 
opportunities must help to retain mountain youth for 
more profitable and productive mountain economies. 
The agriculture sector and rural areas will have 
to provide sustenance and livelihood to millions 
of people in the mountains who are returning 
from cities and abroad as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. This reverse flow of labour from urban 
to rural areas puts additional pressure on available 
farm land which may lead to displacement of tenants 
by landowners. In such a situation, all available land 
in rural areas, including fallow land should be put to 
use. Local governments can also develop guidelines 
on how to maximize land use. In this context, it will 
be important to transform labour markets to create 
sustainable employment opportunities. Resilient 
enterprises and investment in nature-based solutions 
and resilient infrastructure will create new and 
sustainable employment opportunities. For instance, 
5.2% of the 42 million jobs in renewables are expected 
to be in South Asia (IRENA 2020). The ILO (2018c) 
estimates that 650 and 200 sustainable jobs will be 
created in India and China, respectively, for every 
US $1 million invested in adaptation infrastructure 
in the construction sector. Post-pandemic recovery 
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measures should support workers in the informal 
economy and returning labour migrants to develop 
skills to access new employment opportunities. 
Measures should also scale up employment guarantee 
and pension schemes to provide safe and secure 
jobs; and strengthen digital systems to support skill 
development, labour resource management and 
transfer of remittances.

For the longer term, it will also be important to 
strengthen legislation for migrant workers and workers 
in the informal sector to ensure their workplace 
safety, social protection and risk insurance. Internal 
migration requires a revamping of policies regarding 
urban planning and MSME led cluster development 
to evenly spread job opportunities in rural, peri-urban 
and urban areas. Demand of labour markets should 
help in reshaping labor policies. In case of international 
migrants, the consultative forums of Colombo Process, 
Abu Dhabi Dialogue, and Bali Process should be used 
by the HKH countries to lobby for strict legal protection 
of migrant rights in the destination country. 

Strengthening entrepreneurial ecosystems to support 
small mountain enterprises to create goods and 
services that deliver resilient economic benefits 
alongside environmental and social benefits will be 
important. Mountain enterprises hit by the pandemic, 
like tourism, should be prioritised. New enterprises 
should support a digital transformation in the HKH. 
Recovery efforts should support small mountain 
enterprises to innovate and deliver resilient businesses 
at scale; establish strategic partnerships across 
mountain value chains; and access financial and 
market services.

This is the time to significantly increase outlays for 
green recovery packages in the mountains. Such 
investment should focus on green infrastructure and 
nature-based solutions. This will help restoration and 
conservation of ecosystems services while creating 
skilled jobs and entrepreneurship opportunities for 
women, men and youth. Stretching beyond immediate 
recovery packages, governments and other actors must 
expand financial services in the mountains, especially 
for vulnerable populations, to promote inclusivity 
and to support resilient agriculture and other rural 
livelihoods.

Since global energy demand has declined sharply 
and energy prices are decreasing, this is a critically 
important time to focus not only on the economic 
but also the significant environmental benefits of 
renewable energy in the mountains and for all of the 

eight HKH countries. Except Bhutan and Myanmar, 
all HKH countries are net energy importers and 
development of renewable energy sources can result 
in substantial saving while also contributing to needed 
reductions in fossil fuel dependencies. China, India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh are large importers of oil and 
although current reduced oil prices will have positive 
short-term impacts on manufacturing, agriculture, 
transportation and many other energy dependent 
sectors, continued fossil fuel dependency undermines 
climate goals (World Bank 2020b; World Bank 2020c). The 
lockdowns have created widely felt experiences of cleaner 
air and reduced consumption which is important to 
leverage towards clean energy investment and promotion. 
For a prosperous HKH, governments must commit 
to clean, renewable energy including sustainably 
exploiting more hydropower potential across the region.

Annex I presents the existing drivers, emerging risks 
and challenges, and potential implications for the HKH 
mountain regions.

Actions
Ensuring that economic recovery leads towards 
inclusive and sustainable development especially in 
the mountains of the HKH, will require the following 
actions:

Short-term
 − Create employment generating activities and 

take necessary measures to engage mountain 
people in public works and construction of public 
infrastructure.

 − Provide economic relief to mountain people 
including grants, loans, waivers, and cash 
transfers to address immediate needs focusing 
on the most vulnerable: poor farmers, women, 
people from Dalit communities, indigenous 
peoples, wage earners from tourism, and migrant 
workers who have returned to their mountain 
villages and towns. 

 − Provide targeted subsidies and interest free loans 
to protect MSMEs and related jobs. MSMEs could 
focus on farming, forestry, energy and tourism.

 − Support mountain farmers to continue producing 
and marketing niche food products including 
the promotion of techniques such as less input-
intensive regenerative agriculture and the 
promotion of hill crops and community seed 
banks.
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Medium- to long-term
 − Provide mechanisms for promotion of 

high value products such as tea, medicinal 
and aromatic plants, wild edibles, fruits, 
buckwheat, major and minor millets, barley, 
and pulses. 

 − Develop and implement comprehensive 
mountain specific economic and resilience 
development programmes aimed towards 
building self-reliance for local economies, local 
food systems, and on- and off-farm activities.

 − Establish a regional fund for mountain-specific 
economic and resilience building programmes.

 − Revive tourism with an emphasis on 
community benefits, eco-friendly objectives 
and assist the tourism sector to put in place 
business risk assessment and mitigation 
measures. 

 − Create green job opportunities, both on- and 
off-farm, specifically for migrant returnees 
in the mountains, focusing on adventure of 
eco-tourism aesthetic and spiritual tourism 
products, nature-based green products like 
health drinks and food, natural colours and 
dyes, or natural essential oils for cosmetics and 
other uses. 

 − Rehabilitate and repatriate migrant workers 
in local economic activities and provide them 
with technical and financial support to start 
economic activities.

 − Provide technical and financial support 
to small, medium and large mountain 
agribusinesses. 

 − Provide mountain-specific entrepreneurship 
skill development for youth and women with 
financial support through soft loans. 

 − Strengthen legislation for migrant workers and 
workers in the informal sector to ensure their 
workplace safety, social protection and risk 
insurance.

 − Develop digital infrastructure within sectors 
like tourism and agriculture. This could help 
mountain farmers and entrepreneurs for 
accessing and sharing information, marketing 
and providing services.

 − Promote knowledge-based economies. Formulate 
policies that reduce job market frictions and 
facilitate labour adaptation to the associated job 
opportunities while promoting development of 
internet-based economic  sectors such as online 
shopping, education, and medical services. 
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SECTION 2 
Food security and  
nutrition dimensions

Globally, existing food systems are dominated by a few 
crops such as wheat, rice and maize, and production 
diversity is declining (Global Nutrition Report 2020). In 
the HKH, the decline in agrobiodiversity is relatively 
higher, and traditional nutritious food crops such as 
buckwheat, barley, millets and beans are gradually 
disappearing from food systems (Adhikari et al. 2019). 
The region is already vulnerable to food insecurity 
and malnutrition due to difficult terrain, climate 
change, high poverty rates, seasonality,4 abandonment 
of cultivable land and inadequate access to safe 
drinking water and health services (Rasul et al. 2019). 
In the region, around one-third of the population is 
food insecure, and half is facing malnutrition. This 
is coupled with very high prevalence of stunting, 
wasting and underweight in children (<5 years of 
age) and micronutrient deficiencies in women. 
Some mountain areas such as eastern Afghanistan, 
Meghalaya state in India, Chin and Rakhine states 
in Myanmar, the high mountains of Nepal, and 
Balochistan province in Pakistan are facing extreme 
malnutrition (Rasul et al. 2019). 

Against this backdrop, the additional shocks from the 
COVID-19 pandemic have further deepened existing 
challenges of food insecurity and malnutrition in the 
region with disruptions to agricultural production 
activities, food and inputs supply chains, trade, 
income-generating activities and access to food 
(FAO et al. 2020). People in the mountains, who 
already face high poverty and lack local employment 
opportunities, are extremely vulnerable. Since 
temporary food insecurity can have profound impact 
on current and future wellbeing, it is critically 
important to assess immediate impacts and likely 
risks to food security and nutrition in the HKH region 
to identify the short, medium and long-term actions 
necessary for appropriate response.

Impacts 
Food availability
Most hilly and mountainous areas in the HKH 
heavily depend on plain areas to meet their local 
food demand. For example, in Pakistan, around 
30–60% of food demand in mountain areas is met by 
food items supplied from plain areas (Hussain and 
Routray 2012). The lockdown situation has severely 
affected food availability due mainly to disruptions 
in food supply chains. At the national level, the HKH 
governments have adequate food reserves but the 
supply of food items to distant mountain areas is a big 
challenge. Even within mountain areas, transportation 
of local agricultural products has been disrupted and 
food items cannot reach markets or collection hubs 
(Figure 4). Return of migrant workers has also added 
to the pressure on locally available food reserves in 
mountain areas. Even while some returnees may have 
begun leasing and planting on fallow land, continued 
challenges in accessing markets will affect income 
from agriculture. Harvesting of some winter food crops 
has also been affected in some mountainous and hilly 
regions. For instance, in the double cropping zones 
of Pakistan’s Gilgit-Baltistan, harvesting of wheat and 
barley has been delayed and this has implications for 
availability of locally produced food.  

Food accessibility
In the mountains, both physical and economic 
access to food has been disrupted by the lockdowns 
(Figure 4). Panic buying and hoarding depleted 
locally available food items, leaving poor and lower 
middle class people with inadequate physical access 
to required food items (Naz 2020;  “Panic buying to 
mitigation efforts: COVID-19 news from India” 2020). 
An estimated 30–50% of HKH households dependent 

4 Food supplies to high and remote mountain areas are affected in monsoon and in winter due to snowfall (Rasul et al. 2019)



12    POLICY PAPER  

Immediate 
impacts

Dimensions of 
food security 
and nutrition

Risks and 
vulnerabilities
(food and 
nutrition 
stability across 
time) 

Restricted labour 
movement (lockdown 
and fear of infection)

Interrupted farming 
activities in mountains as 
well as in plains 

Disrupted food supply 
from plains 

Increased food demand 
in the mountains due to 
returnee migrants

Closure of food 
processing industry in 
exporting countries and 
trade of only essential 
items 

Expected disruption 
in food supply during 
monsoon 

Late sowing and expected 
decline in production of 
next season crops 

Expected decline in 
livestock productivity 

Expected disruption of 
food and inputs trade 

Declining inflow of 
remittances and national 
income (conducive 
to food, inputs and 
medicines imports) 

Vulnerable groups: People already experiencing chronic hunger (poor people),  
small-holder farmers, migrant workers, lactating and pregnant women, children and 
elderly people 

Panic buying and food 
hoarding by the rich

Shortage of some 
commodities

Price rise in local markets 

Layoffs and decline in 
income 

Decline in purchasing 
power  

Decline in affordability for 
diverse food

Declining agricultural 
income 

Declining non-agricultural 
income from local 
businesses, tourisms, 
remittances 

Increasing unemployment

Increasing poverty 
incidence and severity 

Further decline  in 
purchasing power

Increased likelihood of 
conflicts over access to 
food and other resources   

Decline in dietary  
diversity  

Pressure on health 
systems with low caring 
capacity 

Decline in access to 
health services   

Immediate responses  
(being done)

Delivery of basic food items (i.e. 
though social safety nets) 

Cash transfers 

Primary health and other basic 
services 

Immediate response (needs to 
be done)

Adequate supply to and reserves 
of food in mountain areas before 
monsoon 

Agriculture input supplies 

Needed actions

Strengthening of food aid 
programmes /social safety nets

Enhancing food storage capacity 
in mountains 

Strengthening local food 
systems with emphasis on 
native livestock, traditional 
crops and other niche products

Promotion and support to 
organic products in mountains. 

Alternative livelihoods options

Tapping the skills of returnee 
migrants 

Research and investment in 
mountain farming

Maintenance of international 
food supply chain

Encouraging ICT and fintech in 
mountain agriculture  

Enhanced regional cooperation 
on research, innovation and 
trade 

Further decline in 
dietary diversity

Micronutrient 
deficiencies and 
weakened immune 
systems  

Higher risks of 
developing severe 
COVID-19 and other 
diseases

Monopolization of 
health systems with 
already low carrying 
capacity 

Expected disruption in 
trade of medicine  and 
medical equipment in 
coming months 

Food 
availability 

Food  
accessibility  

Food utilization  
and health  

FIGURE 4 COVID-19 AND FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN THE HKH REGION
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on tourism activities, small businesses and daily 
wage work (Hussain et al. 2016), had income flows 
halted with lockdown; migrant workers temporarily 
or permanently lost their jobs and return of 
these workers has affected the income of 15–20% 
remittance-dependent households particularly 
in mountain areas of Pakistan and Nepal.5 This 
significant decline in household income has led to 
a serious decline in food purchasing power of the 
people in mountains. 

Food utilization and health services 
Dietary diversity is very important for nutrition and 
health, particularly of children and women.6 In 
the HKH region, dietary diversity in consumption 
patterns is already low due to a gradual decline in the 
cultivation of traditional food crops such as barley, 
millets, buckwheat and sorghum (Adhikari et al. 
2019).7 The lockdowns are causing a further decline in 
dietary diversity of mountain people because supply 
chains have been disrupted.

In general, health systems in the region are fragile8 
and in mountain areas, there is inadequate access 
to health services, inadequate carrying capacity 
of public health infrastructure, and inadequate 
transport infrastructure for mountain people to reach 
the limited health facilities in the mountain regions. 
In Afghanistan, for instance, around 55% children 
are deprived of adequate immunization services, and 
almost 40% women are without proper antenatal care 
from a skilled provider (CSO, MoPH and ICF 2016). 
In Balochistan province of Pakistan, around 70% of 
children do not have all basic vaccinations (NIPS and 
ICF 2019). Although there is great variation across and 
within countries, in HKH mountain areas overall, 
around 20-50% households do not have adequate 
water and soap in their home premises.9 In Pakistan 
and Afghanistan, all polio eradication activities 
including the national vaccination campaigns and 
house-to-house surveillance are suspended for the 
next six months, which has further implications for 
children’s health.

Anecdotally and increasingly formally, hospitals and 
doctors discourage people with other health issues from 
accessing hospitals and from meeting with doctors so 
they are not getting adequate health services, negatively 
affecting their general health. New public health crises 
can emerge across the region if governments and health 
service providers cannot maintain other preventative 
health services such as immunization and curative 
treatment of acute and chronic diseases that affect 
millions of people in the region. 

Risks and vulnerabilities
The COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictions to contain 
its spread have added to food availability risks in already 
food deficit mountain areas (Figure 4). Sowing of 
summer crops such as potato, maize, millets and barley 
are delayed in the mountains. In high altitude single 
cropping zones (2300–3200 masl), crops are mainly 
sown in April and harvested in September and October. 
In such zones, sowing of potato, peas, wheat and 
barley is already delayed. Some farmers in the upper 
parts of Hunza in Pakistan describe facing problems 
in acquiring seed and other inputs due to closure of 
markets, which may be a much more widespread 
problem that has not received required attention and 
timely intervention. Food supply from the plains to 
distant mountain areas is also disrupted, and likely to 
be further affected by the onset of the monsoon season 
when heavy rainfall and landslides make certain areas 
inaccessible. Delayed harvesting of crops such as 
wheat, vegetables and fruits is likely to affect the time 
sensitive sowing of the next season’s crops in rain-fed 
agriculture in the hills and mountains which may lead 
to production declines. In high altitude mountain areas, 
livestock herders and farmers are also facing difficulty 
in accessing pastures, which will have negative impacts 
on livestock productivity in coming months. 

Trade in food items is likely to be most affected in this 
region since imports have been disrupted and exporting 
countries will prefer to maintain their own national food 
reserves at the highest possible levels, keeping in view 

5 Hussain et al. (2016) estimated that in the Koshi river basin of Nepal, and Upper Indus basin of Pakistan 15–20% of households are heavily dependent on     
  remittances for their income and livelihood security.
6 Several studies in the HKH (e.g. Malapit et al. 2015; Shively and Sununtnasuk. 2015; Mulmi et al. 2017) found that dietary diversity has positive influence  
  on the health of children and women.
7 Adhikari et al. (2019) found that in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (Bangladesh) and Taplejung district (Nepal) traditional food crops now only contribute 3–7%   
  of daily food intake of households.
8 Global health security index values ranging from 32.3 (Afghanistan) to 48.2 (China) reveal that the regional countries are not adequately prepared to  
   combat epidemics and pandemics (GHSI 2019).
9 Estimated in the 2020 HKH Poverty Assessment (Rasul et al. 2020, forthcoming) based on demographic and health survey data.
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10  In the HKH, agriculture and livestock remain the main income sources for around 10% of households. However, around 80% of households partially  
    depend on these sources for income (Hussain et al. 2016). 

11 For example, India announced a plan of USD22.6 billion to provide essential food items, health facilities, fuel and direct cash to support the poor people  
 and senior citizens over the next three months. Likewise, Pakistan started the initiative of food aid to poor people, and launched the package of around  
  USD1 billion for direct cash transfer to 12 million poor families (PKR 12000 per family). Bangladesh also announced a package to support the poor   
 through cash and food transfers. Moreover, the government announced a plan of USD 588 million in salary stimulus to export-oriented industries to   
 support 4 million workers for a 3-month period. Nepal, Myanmar and China also announced plans to support the most vulnerable people.
12 http://agricoop.gov.in/

risks to production of the next season’s crops. Moreover, 
border restrictions result not only in declines in trade 
of food items but also in key agricultural inputs such 
as chemical fertilizers, seeds, and farm equipment. A 
decline in food (raw and processed) and inputs trade 
will result in declined food availability causing higher 
likelihood of price instability in mainly importing 
countries such as Nepal and Afghanistan. However, for 
main exporting countries such as China and India, a 
decline in exports is expected during the ongoing crisis 
period. 

Among macro factors, remittance inflow disruption 
is very critical for stability in food availability in food 
import-dependent countries. In Nepal, for instance, if 
remittance receipt reduces by 14% (World Bank 2020c), 
it will lead to a loss of income equivalent to around 
5% of national GDP (US $1.12 billion) which will have 
a rippling effect on the national economy and food 
supply chains. Loss of foreign exchange can impact the 
import of food and other essential goods to maintain 
national food reserves and consequent supply to distant 
mountain areas. 

The current situation has also added to risks to food 
accessibility in mountains. In mountains, agriculture 
and livestock still remain important income 
sources10 despite the increasing importance of non-
agricultural income sources. A decline in crop and 
livestock productivity will certainly impact the income 
and purchasing power of households. In mountain 
areas such as Afghanistan and Balochistan Province 
of Pakistan, a large proportion of agro-pastoralist 
communities are already facing food crisis due to 
drought, displacement, and political issues. Food 
shortages and price hikes are likely to worsen the 
crisis for 12.5 million people from agro-pastoralist 
communities in both countries in the coming months 
(FSIN 2020). 

Food utilization and health are also likely to continue 
to be affected by this crisis. A less diverse food supply 
food to distant mountain areas will lead to a decline in 
dietary diversity and declines in purchasing power are 
likely to restrict purchasing of more expensive food 

items such as meat, fruits and dairy products. People 
with low dietary diversity (high odds of micronutrient 
deficiencies) often have higher rates of underlying 
health conditions including non-communicable 
diseases, which weaken the immune system and 
increase the risk of developing severe COVID-19 
symptoms (FSIN 2020). A loss in dietary diversity and 
deteriorating nutritional status and health services are 
likely to affect more severely children below 5 years 
of age, pregnant and lactating women and the elderly 
in both the short and long-term. Given the patriarchal 
systems prevalent in the HKH countries, women and 
girls often face discrimination in the allocation of food, 
with women typically eating last what is left, thus facing 
greater risk for malnutrition particularly in situations 
of stress, whether climatic, social or public health 
emergencies like this one (Goodrich et al. 2017). Across 
the region, rising food insecurity and malnutrition may 
evolve into a non-traditional security threat (Johnson 
and Walters 2014) based on conflicts over resources.  

Opportunities
Albeit with varying levels of efficacy and reach, the 
HKH governments immediately responded to transitory 
food insecurity and malnutrition through initiatives 
of food aid and cash transfers.11 In the next step of 
response, the governments need to speed up the food 
item supply, agricultural inputs and financial support to 
distant mountain areas to ensure adequate food reserves 
to meet local demand before the onset of monsoon 
seasons. 

For the longer term, it will be important to enhance 
agricultural policy support including procurement 
prices to mountain farmers to develop neglected and 
underutilized crops (NUCs) as part of the local food 
system to reduce future vulnerabilities and increase 
resilience to future shocks. Other HKH countries could 
adopt an approach similar to that of the Government 
of India’s Ministry of Agriculture and Farmer’s Welfare 
which has categorized millets as nutri-cereals and 
provided a remunerative minimum support price to 
boost farmer incomes and revitalize local food systems.12 
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Seizing this opportunity to transition to organic farming 
will assist in the resilient and inclusive recovery but will 
require a series of regulatory measures and promotion 
through a variety of incentives such as subsidies, and 
research and development. In Sikkim State in India, an 
organic policy has provided a phase-out of chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides and a total ban on sale and 
use of chemical pesticides has been imposed in the 
state. The transition has benefitted more than 66,000 
farming families. Bhutan has set in place a number of 
regulatory measures to support organic agriculture. 

Certification and verification schemes for HKH goods 
and services that systematically vet sustainability and 
socially just production processes improve product 
brand value and quality assurance and build investor 
confidence in new products and services and can 
facilitate access to green finance sources. There are 
some positive examples of accountability mechanisms 
that can be replicated, including an effort by the 
Securities and Exchange Board of India which requires 
that green bond issuers make disclosures ensuring 
that investments are made in green initiatives. Also, 
the Mountain Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) 
supported by the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
of the UN13 is an example of a low-cost certification 
system suitable for smallholder farmers and local 
supply chains in the HKH.14

Actions
To support movement towards a prosperous HKH, food 
insecurity and malnutrition in the mountains needs to 
be taken as the highest priority, reducing dependence 
on external food supplies, and improving income and 
agricultural diversity. 

 Short-term
 − Increase food procurement and storage capacity 

in the mountains, ensuring systems and 
infrastructure that allow for durable food storage 
and far-reaching distribution systems.

 − Provide more subsidies to poor people in the 
mountain areas for purchasing food and buying 
agricultural inputs. 

 − Establish mountain village granaries and link 
such storage to existing public food storage 
mechanisms 

 − Promote collection centres set up by smallholder 
farmers’ cooperatives which can help with a 
buffer to keep supply chains functioning even 
during market closures.

Medium- to long- term
 − Develop a specific programme on revival of 

mountain native livestock and neglected and 
underutilized crops (NUCs), and other niche 
products. Mountain livestock like yak, pashmina 
goat and mithun cattle, and crops such as 
buckwheat, millets, maize, pulses, beans and 
others have huge potential for meeting the 
dietary energy requirements and nutrition of 
children and women, and improving incomes of 
smallholder farmers and herders. 

 − Include NUCs in national procurement 
programmes with support price mechanism for 
farmers. 

 − Transition to organic farming. 

 − Strengthen certification and verification schemes 
to promote sustainable and production and 
consumption in the HKH. 

 − Develop programmes for ensuring food security 
and nutrition focusing on local food production 
using underutilized crops and high value 
products that are nutritious, encouraging self-
sufficiency. 

 − Invest in research and development for 
technology advancement on cultivation, 
post-harvest, value addition and marketing of 
mountain niche products and provide incentives 
to youth for mountain specific agri-tech start-ups.

 − Invest in ICT use and technology to facilitate 
linkages between mountain farmer producer 
groups and urban markets. 

13  http://www.fao.org/mountain-partnership/news/news-detail/en/c/1191905/
14  https://www.sebi.gov.in/sebi_data/meetingfiles/1453349548574-a.pdf
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SECTION 3 
Social dimensions 

In response to the pandemic, there has been 
extraordinary political leadership in some countries 
with exemplary response strategies offering the citizens 
a sense of faith in government and individual peace 
of mind. In all HKH countries exceptional measures 
have been taken to deal with the extraordinary 
circumstances. Governments have shown the ability 
to efficiently mobilize and integrate social resources 
– the experience from China shows it is possible to 
break geographical shortcomings in a short time, and 
mobilize enough medical staff and material in hotspot 
areas.

For individuals, however, fear of the personal health 
consequences of COVID-19, the stigmatization by 
one’s own community, along with the social isolation 
caused by the lockdowns have impacted social 
relationships, social interactions, and shed light on 
deep-rooted social norms and values all over the 
world. Although there appear to be differential health 
impacts on different populations, the pandemic has 
been a great leveler, cutting across multiple divides on 
the basis of wealth, caste, gender, religion, ethnicity, 
and in mountain geographies, hills, and plains. But 
coping capacities and resilience have differed owing 
to differential access to resources and public services, 
nature of livelihoods, levels of awareness and social 
consciousness, and access to social networks and 
support systems. From a medical point of view, public 
health advisories globally have emphasized the high 
vulnerability of certain population groups such as the 
elderly and people with certain pre-existing conditions 
or comorbidities. Factoring in social and economic 
circumstances, vulnerability extends to include slum 
dwellers, low wage workers, returnee migrants, the 
homeless, sex workers, tourist guides, porters, truckers, 
entrepreneurs, artisans, refugees, indebted farmers, 
hotel workers, street vendors, beggars, and many 
more. For these people, the public health emergency 
has conflated into a livelihood emergency of such 
magnitude that it threatens the very survival of not only 
the individual but that of entire families.

It is in the above context that this section seeks to 
capture – from the social side – key aspects of the still-
developing narrative around the pandemic based on 
reported impacts, perceived risks and vulnerabilities, 
actions taken by governments, and those desired in the 
short-, medium-, and long-term.

Impacts 

Psychological

FEARFUL, STRESSED SOCIETIES AND MISTRUST

Fear, heightened anxiety and stress are among the 
negative individual psychological states associated 
with COVID-19 (Li et al. 2020; Varshney et al. 2020), 
extending in many cases to fear of one’s neighbours, 
fear of persecution by one’s neighbours and, in 
some recorded cases, distrust of quarantine facilities 
provided by governments. Across the globe, people 
have been fearful of those coming from known 
COVID-19 hotspots and containment zones. In Indian 
cities, anecdotal reports have documented fear driving 
landlords to force their tenant doctors and nurses to 
vacate houses, and across the globe, panic buying and 
hoarding have impacted the availability of goods. From 
Pakistan, people have shared on social media feeling 
of fear and panic caused due to heavy protocol and 
their heightened anxiety at the deployments of many 
emergency vehicles to move people who have tested 
COVID-19 positive from their homes to quarantine 
centres. Many students whose campuses are closed 
find themselves stranded, often very far from their 
homes and many express a sense of hopelessness. 
Sudden layoffs and loss of work have led to depression, 
alcoholism, substance abuse, and in some cases, 
suicides.15 Newspaper reports and videos circulating 
on social media record thousands of migrant workers 
stuck at national borders, unable to return to their own 
homes expressing a sense of abandonment, unfair 
treatment, and rage. 

 15  https://kathmandupost.com/health/2020/06/14/over-1-200-people-killed-themselves-during-74-days-of-lockdown
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16 For example, during the pandemic in China, the social platform Weibo organized one related topic area every day to collect useful information and   
 discuss trend. Local governments and related departments would also update pandemic information through Weibo. The topics brought over 754.4  
 billion reading and more than 200 million people online to join the discussion every day. https://tech.sina.com.cn/i/2020-02-21/doc-iimxxstf3280903.shtml
17 For example, in Italy, Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp messaging has increased by more than 50%. Video calling on Messenger and WhatsApp in the  
 same areas has more than doubled. www.theverge.com/2020/3/24/21193094/facebook-coronavirus-covid-19-messaging-service-reliable-strain-outages
18 https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/technical-guidance/mental-health-and-covid-19

POSITIVITY IN DIFFICULT TIMES

For some people, this historically unprecedented 
cessation of life as previously known has created 
“silver linings” and resulted in expression of positive 
sentiments. Many have expressed feelings of gratitude 
for the services provided by workers around them, for 
being more connected to their families and friends, 
and many have shown deep empathy towards the plight 
of the most vulnerable. Many also express greater 
appreciation of the need for giving restorative space 
for nature, for living a more balanced lifestyle, and 
for awareness about the importance of good health 
and hygiene. Some have expressed a new or renewed 
interest in cooking and many have noted positive 
dietary changes towards healthier eating.

Social behaviour
DICHOTOMY IN SOCIAL SOLIDARITY

Although the lockdown measures across the HKH 
mostly prohibit the gathering of people, collective 
behaviours have ranged from demonstrations of 
compassion and solidarity to demonstrations of 
aggression towards frontline health workers and other 
public personnel. Reports of groups taking measures 
into their own hands, or social vigilantism, have 
increased and have at times involved violence. There 
have been social solidarity positives as well – large 
sections of the population in most HKH countries 
have complied with government directives on social 
distancing and many efforts by civil society groups 
have been made to support the more vulnerable. 
Even if accessed only virtually, social networks have 
been essentially valuable resources for emotional, 
psychological and in many cases financial support. 

USE AND ABUSE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Social media use has increased tremendously16 during 
this pandemic and this is a global phenomenon.17 
Largely without fact verification processes, social 
media platforms can carry multiple sources of 
contradictory information, facilitate the spread of “fake 
news” and misinformation, and foment panic. In some 
cases, information accessed through social media has 

been used in the targeting of individuals who either 
have or are suspected to have COVID-19, and in some 
cases, there has been recorded escalation of inter-
community or inter-region conflicts. Also, during these 
lockdown times, social media platforms have been 
effectively used in day-to-day governance to identify 
vulnerable populations, to dispel myths, to disseminate 
government information, and to foster collaboration 
between state agencies and civil society. 

IMPACT ON RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL PRACTICE

In many crisis circumstances, many people seek 
places of worship for individual solace and community 
support. However, the nature of this pandemic has 
made in-person gatherings impossible. Festivals, 
marriages and other religious rituals have been 
postponed, cancelled or fundamentally reorganized, 
deviating from tradition and in some cases, this has 
led to social unrest. The situation has underlined the 
enormous influence of religious leaders in shaping 
community behaviour. 

Risks, vulnerabilities and opportunities

Risks and vulnerabilities

HEIGHTENED VULNERABILITIES AND REDUCED HAPPINESS 
IN SOCIETY

 The negative psychological impacts of the pandemic 
and measures to contain it are raising concerns about 
mental wellbeing, especially that of senior citizens, 
frontline healthcare providers, and individuals with 
existing health problems.18 The restricted mobility 
caused by lockdowns has been especially challenging 
for chronic patients and the differently-abled who 
require regular medical care, but in many cases, 
have been unable to access that care. There is very 
little public information available regarding those 
living in state institutions – prisons, mental health 
institutions, shelter homes, and orphanages. These 
people face heightened risk of neglect as doctors and 
medical facilities are overwhelmed by the increase 
in COVID-19 cases. Moreover, on the social side, 
vulnerability and stigma can go together resulting in 
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19 https://www.infoworld.com/article/2649731/global-computer-usage--cell-phone-ownership-jump.html

double marginalization – marginalizing an already 
marginal community – and new vulnerabilities can 
arise due to stigmatisation of new populations. Dalits 
in India and Nepal provide an example of double 
marginalization – although there is no scientific basis, 
many people are treating them as carriers of the virus 
based on accusations of poor hygiene in their living 
and working conditions. We have also witnessed this in 
the case of returnee migrant workers, who have been 
stigmatized as ‘super-spreaders’ of the disease and 
found themselves unwelcome at home, in transit, and 
at their destinations. 

EXACERBATED INEQUALITIES AND SOCIAL CONFLICT

The pandemic has revealed how existing socio-
economic inequalities can translate to bias and 
discrimination in access to public amenities and 
resources. For most of the urban poor and slum 
dwellers, living in crowded rooms with shared toilets, 
social distancing has been an impossibility. Rural 
people have struggled to access basic preventive 
material such as quality face masks and sanitizers. 
Private testing and treatment facilities are not only 
costly but often require documentation (such as 
address proof) and insurance coverage which many 
people from marginalized communities lack. In most 
HKH countries, this pandemic has exposed the under-
capacity of state-run institutions to deal with the health 
emergency, and private hospitals have been heavily 
criticized for their reluctance to admit suspected cases. 
The sense of being treated unequally by significant 
sections of the population can build up strong 
sentiments disrupting social solidarity. Socio-economic 
inequalities will widen further if the global economic 
slowdown results in massive loss of livelihoods – this 
has the potential to increase conflicts over resources 
within communities.

A WIDENING DIGITAL DIVIDE

Developments in technologies, including deeper 
penetration into rural areas of internet connectivity, 
have facilitated the ability to work, learn and teach, 
and enjoy digital leisure time during the pandemic. 
But access to the internet and the capability to use 
it as a resource, along with ownership of personal 
computers, is still limited to a small section of the HKH 
population.19 Consequently, we have a digital divide in 
which people with access to high speed internet and the 
relevant skills are privileged to have more choices in 

jobs, education, and information sources (Zhong 2020). 
This digital divide is widening along already existing 
axes of inequality. Schooling is an illustrative example 
where online classes may keep students in private 
schools occupied, even when offered by less elite 
schools, while they are not accessible to those without 
internet services at home and all of the computer 
hardware and software necessary to support it. 

Opportunities

YOUTH AND CHANGED ASPIRATIONS

Aspirations of mountain youth to move out of their 
home countries is likely to change in the immediate 
future. The energy and optimism of youth is a potential 
resource to be harnessed. Moreover, with younger 
migrant returnees coming back home, with wider 
world views and acquired skills, there is scope for more 
innovation and investment in local economies. With 
the youth staying back there is an opportunity for local 
culture and social capital to be revived. 

INNOVATIONS IN EDUCATION AND HEALTHCARE 

Currently governments are looking at ways to provide 
students in remote areas with learning opportunities 
using media like FM which has a large outreach. 
This thinking out of the box can potentially create 
opportunities in remote mountain areas that have 
historically faced challenges in accessing quality 
education. Similarly, hospitals starting tele-consultation 
can provide opportunities for mountain people to have 
better access to health care services.

POWER TO DECENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE 

In HKH countries with federal systems many local 
governments have shown their crisis management 
capabilities. In Nepal, for instance, in most rural 
municipalities internal migration has been managed 
well with local governments taking a proactive role in 
the welfare of migrants. In India, many panchayats 
have demonstrated bold leadership and ability to direct 
collective action towards effective containment of the 
pandemic’s spread. Since national responses have been 
very centralized in all the HKH countries, challenging 
the relationship between different tiers of government 
within federal systems, there are clear opportunities to 
rethink and recalibrate crisis management responses 
in manners responsive to specificities of local contexts. 
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During these times of excessive regulation, the actions 
of state agencies and security forces have come under 
close scrutiny, pointing to the need to develop new 
forms of communication between state institutions 
and citizens. There have also been instances in which 
governments have disclosed individual identities and 
location information in the public interest, creating 
concerns about citizen’s right to privacy and security.

ANTICIPATORY AND FLEXIBLE RISK GOVERNANCE

National risk finance facilities can help scale up 
provision of social protection services in anticipation 
of future shocks. Such facilities can also de-risk 
mountain specific economic and resilience building 
programmes. Better use of risk information systems 
like climate information services and agro-advisory 
services can help anticipate and plan for shocks. 

SCALED-UP SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEMS 

Social protection systems that also focus on creating 
climate resilient jobs can provide a safety net to the 
most vulnerable people and migrant workers and 
help them absorb the impact of disruptive shocks. As 
immediate measures, sufficient food, clean energy and 
water, safe shelter, hygiene services and basic health 
services, targeting vulnerable groups of women, men, 
children, and the disabled, including in rural areas, 
need to be ensured. The skills of returnee migrants 
need to be tapped to bring transformative changes 
in local agricultural and non-agricultural enterprises 
and to promote sustainable business practices. 
Other HKH countries can learn from positive safety 
net programme examples such as India’s Mahatma 
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA), which has recently been revamped as 
part of a national stimulus and recovery package and 
aims to integrate climate risk management (Kaur et 
al. 2019; Norton et al. 2019); and the Government of 
Pakistan’s 10 billion trees campaign which is positioned 
to create thousands of green jobs.  In mountain regions 
these programmes target food security and help 
create infrastructure assets for agriculture and water 
resource management. Going forward, HKH countries 
must enhance the effectiveness of existing social 
protection programmes; integrate risk management 
into the provision of social protection; and converge 
and layer social protection instruments with other 
risk management instruments and informal social 
protection networks to scale up delivery during shocks 
(Agrawal et al. 2019).

STRENGTHENED CAPACITY TO DESIGN AND IMPLEMENT 
ACTIONS FOR INCLUSIVE AND RESILIENT RECOVERY

HKH countries will need to build and strengthen 
institutional and human resource capacity to transition 
to an inclusive and resilient recovery pathway. Mountain 
enterprises will need to develop innovative business 
models to deliver economic benefits alongside social and 
environmental benefits. The industry sector will need 
a strategy to replace carbon-intensive infrastructure 
that is likely to become a liability in the transition to 
renewable energy sources; the financial sector will need 
to deploy digital solutions to provide responsive financial 
services to mountain communities; and the mountain 
labour force will need new skills to shape and benefit 
from green jobs. HKH countries should strengthen 
mechanisms to support innovation, start-ups, and skill 
development. In this regard, examples from across 
the region are: Bhutan’s Start-Up Center for resilient 
enterprise development; Selco Foundation’s network of 
small enterprises shows how innovation and technology 
can help navigate disruptive shocks; the social 
enterprise, LabourNet  shows how sustainable skill 
development in the informal sector can build resilience. 
The People’s Bank of China Fintech Development Plan 
(2019-2021) demonstrates how to strengthen the capacity 
of financial institutions to deliver responsive financial 
services and govern financial risks effectively.

INCLUSIVE DECISION-MAKING

The social capital of mountain communities is 
strong and supports collective action, innovation, 
and entrepreneurship. Recovery measures should 
harness this social capital to feed into the design 
of post-pandemic laws and practices and into 
decentralised organisational structures that will govern 
a post-pandemic recovery. Examples of institutional 
arrangements that rely on the social capital of mountain 
communities include: Nepal’s Framework for Local 
Adaptation Planning supporting local climate action; 
community glacier watch networks in Pakistan that 
monitor and implement response measures to glacier 
lake outbursts and coordinate with disaster response 
authorities; reciprocal labour exchange traditions in the 
HKH; and, women-led farming collectives coordinating 
with local, regional and national agricultural centres 
to share best practices and knowledge on practices to 
revive local agriculture, strengthen the resilience of 
local supply chains, and improve local food security. The 
use of monitoring, evaluation and learning systems can 
support adaptive planning.
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MULTI-STAKEHOLDER DIALOGUE AND ENGAGEMENT

Effective and timely communication of risks and 
recovery from disruptive shocks is critical to raise 
awareness and to build the trust needed for an inclusive 
and resilient recovery in the HKH. An effective 
communication strategy should be at the forefront 
of government efforts to deliver an inclusive and 
resilient post-pandemic recovery and should support 
multi-stakeholder dialogue and engagement, and then 
develop and deliver effective response. Inclusive and 
equitable response to complex and trans-boundary 
shocks requires effective dialogue and engagement 
with diverse communities. The HKH countries will 
need to strengthen communication mechanisms and 
platforms and develop audience-appropriate messaging 
strategies grounded in participatory and inclusive 
approaches to foster two-way communication and 
engagement. Targeted communication campaigns 
like the Himalaya Calling and the youth-led Fridays for 
Future can promote mountain voices, context specific 
solutions and raise awareness to support an inclusive 
and resilient recovery. 

ENHANCED COMMUNICATION

HKH countries should develop effective means to 
communicate risks and promote an inclusive and 
resilient recovery keeping different audiences in mind 
and backed by evidence. Investment in digital tools and 
communication teams to deliver timely and effective 
messages will be fundamentally important to this 
effort. Innovative communication tools, like social and 
digital platforms, can help package information and 
build the confidence of specific stakeholder groups to 
adopt a resilient and inclusive recovery path. Effective 
and timely communication of key messages will help 
avoid hysteria, panic and misinformation during a 
disaster. 

Actions
HKH governments have taken a range of social 
measures to contain the COVID-19 pandemic such 
as widespread public messaging about hygiene, 
social distancing rules and guidelines, as well as 
providing social protection to the vulnerable and 
promoting social security. The governments have 
made extensive use of IT in their response strategies 
that includes creating databases, providing helplines 
to distressed population, and disseminating correct 
information. Effective risk communication is central 

to the success of the government response especially 
when the measures are expected to influence social 
behavior and attitudes. Daily or periodic briefings by 
the governments in the HKH countries have been an 
important feature in the pandemic.

In order to capitalize on these opportunities and 
support individual and community social aspirations 
towards a prosperous HKH, the following actions must 
be taken:

Short-term
 − Develop protocols and accountability 

mechanisms to include and provide care for 
marginalized groups, including mountain people, 
ensuring inclusion and non-discrimination and 
also addressing the needs of people living in 
state and private institutions like prisons, mental 
health institutions, old age homes, orphanages, 
and shelter homes. 

 − Create reporting systems by engaging both 
formal and informal groups to gather essential 
information about at-risk populations especially 
in mountain areas to ensure information from 
the ground level is incorporated in recovery and 
response. 

 − Ensure mass dissemination of correct 
information in the HKH region, to avoid hysteria, 
panic, misinformation and mistrust.

 − Create mechanisms to link support services 
including social protection programmes with 
well-functioning legitimate social networks (such 
as dedicated emergency services for registered 
senior citizen groups, and counselling care for 
students suffering from anxiety and depression).

 − Engage and support local civil society 
organizations for activities aimed at promoting 
social solidarity.

Medium- to long-term
 − Develop an investment fund for social 

infrastructure and services to ensure equal 
access to education, hospital, and other essential 
amenities for mountain people. 

 − Increase public investment in health care 
infrastructure for mountain areas.
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 − Scale up social protection systems and focus 
towards climate resilient job creation especially 
to provide opportunities to returned migrant 
workers.

 − Develop more inclusive decision-making 
mechanisms for community voice at all 
levels of government and in anticipatory risk 
management.

 − Strengthen communication mechanisms 
and platforms, grounded in participatory 
and inclusive approaches to foster two-way 
communication and engagement between 
government and communities. 

 − Provide access to quality internet and IT-based 
services for mountain communities to decrease 
the digital divide. 
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Section 4

Gender dimensions

People experience, and are impacted by, disasters 
and public health emergencies differently based 
on individual and group identity characteristics 
such as gender, caste, class, ethnicity, age, health, 
and geographical location. Women and men are 
assigned different roles, responsibilities, rights, 
and spaces by societal norms and practices. In the 
HKH, many of these underlie structural biases 
against women and perpetuate gender inequality. 
Although women across different socioeconomic 
categories are more disadvantaged than men due to 
structural inequalities in the distribution of rights, 
assets, resources, and power, not all women nor all 
men face the same advantages and disadvantages 
(Resurrección et al. 2019). In the HKH countries, 
“despite being the mainstay of the economy and 
holders and practitioners of local knowledge, women 
have very little say in decision-making processes” 
(Sogani 2013) and continue to face limited access and 
ownership over critical resources, unequal power 
relations, gender-based discriminatory attitudes and 
norms, systematic exclusion, under-representation 
and gender-based violence (Goodrich et al. 2017). 
Thus, gender inequality persists in “…the power men 
and women exercise at home, in the workplace or in 
politics” (UNDP 2019). Data show that in all the HKH 
countries women rank much lower than men in terms 
of income, literacy and representation in Parliament, 
and the rate of maternal mortality (Figure 5). 

Gender intersects with other social fault-lines such as 
class, caste, ethnicity, age, health, disability, marital 
status, and geographic location to produce differential 
experiences and impacts among women and men, but 
also among the transgender community. Simplifying 
the differential impacts to binary male and female 
categories in effect excludes by failing to consider 
multi-layered identities and multi-faceted exclusions 
(Carr and Thomson 2014; Joshi 2014; Goodrich et al. 
2019). 

Gendered impacts 
Pre-existing gender and other inequalities across the 
HKH region set the stage for unequal diffusion of 
negative impacts for women and men in general, and 

particularly more on poor and marginalized women 
and men. 

Workload
One immediate and pervasive gendered impact of the 
lockdown situation is the increase in the workload 
of women across class differences. Across the Asia- 
Pacific region, women shoulder 80% of unpaid care 
work (ILO 2018a) under normal circumstances. In the 
current context, restrictions on mobility and closure 
of schools and offices have led to increased frequency 
of household chores such as food preparation, 
cleaning, and fetching water. A focus on hygiene and 
hand washing in response to COVID-19 has meant 
an increase in water consumption at the household 
level, adding to women’s workload as fetching water 
is predominantly the responsibility of women and 
children. In contexts marked by a lack of adequate 
access to clean water near homesteads for the poor 
and those in remote areas (Davis and Hirji 2019; Surie 
2015), this increases women’s drudgery and workload 
as they have to fetch water from distant sources. 

For some professional women in the HKH whose 
normal domestic arrangements include domestic 
helpers who themselves are under lockdown and 
thus unable to come to their workplaces, working 
from home arrangements have increased their 
workload since they are required to balance office 
work with the full range of household chores, care of 
children and the elderly. Lockdowns also affect the 
mobility and workload of rural women with livestock 
management and work responsibilities in the family 
fields along with household and unpaid care work. 
The closure of local mills and processing facilities 
puts more pressure on women and girls for doing 
these tasks manually at home. Limited availability or 
decreased purchasing power for LPG gas for cooking 
means that many women and children must walk for 
hours to collect fuel wood. 

Gender-based violence 
Incidences of gender-based violence against women 
and children have spiked during this time (Taub 2020; 
Graham-Harrison et al. 2020; Mlambo-Ngcuka 2020), 
prompting the United Nations to call for urgent action 
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FIGURE 5 GENDER GAP IN THE HKH COUNTRIES
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*According to the Global Gender Gap report (WEF 2019), the estimated female earned income is a proxy to command by women over a country’s 
economic resources. For each country, it is computed using female and male shares of the economically active population, the ratio of the female 
to male wages (both indicators sourced from the ILO), gross domestic product valued at constant 2011 international dollars (IMF), and female and 
male shares of population (World Bank). 
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to combat the worldwide surge in domestic violence20 
and comprising what UN Women terms a “shadow 
pandemic”21 which is also spreading across the HKH.22 
Closures of protection shelters and organisations 
working on these issues coupled with lockdown 
restrictions on mobility leave many vulnerable women 
with no place to flee or seek help from violence. 

Livelihoods, economic opportunities and 
income
While the pandemic has in general disrupted 
economic activity and increased financial burdens; 
the vulnerabilities of women, people from poor and 
marginalized communities and seasonal migrant 
workers have exacerbated due to pre-existing factors 
such as social discrimination, lack of access to financial 
resources and their higher dependence on the informal 
sector.23 Women, youth and seasonal migrant workers 
employed in the informal sector, such as domestic 
help, have lost their incomes. Many micro, small and 
medium sized women entrepreneurs involved in 
handicraft, service and hospitality businesses have lost 
their incomes due to business closures (Sultana 2020). 
Smallholder farmers and agro-based entrepreneurs, 
particularly women retailers and street vendors, have 
incurred financial losses due to decline in demand and 
prices of agro-products, mainly perishable vegetables, 
milk and meat products (Carberry and Padhee 
2020). Many migrant workers have been laid off and 
more are at risk of losing their jobs in their destination 
countries (Fliegauf and Ayres 2020), adversely affecting 
their capacity to send remittance to their families. The 
closure of international borders has adverse financial 
implications for women, poor and marginalized 
groups, whose livelihoods depend on cross-border 
trade, particularly in agricultural and non-timber forest 
products. 

Food, nutrition and health
The region already suffers from food insecurity 
and malnutrition with women and children 
suffering the most (Rasul et al. 2019). With food 

supply chain disruptions, the poorest households 
- particularly women and girls in these households 
- disproportionately suffer from food shortages, 
malnutrition and hunger, given discriminatory 
sociocultural norms in food allocation. The cultural 
assignment of intra-household food allocation to 
men and women is such that women and young 
girls get less food and eat last, and in emergencies 
limiting food, priority usually goes to male household 
members (Mitchell et al. 2007; Sugden et al. 2014). 
Pregnant women and lactating mothers are even more 
vulnerable in such cases. Nutrition programs and 
mid-day meals across government schools provide 
an important source of nutrition to the poor and 
marginalized children in this region (Boriwal and Mittal 
2019; Singh 2019), but the indefinite closure of schools 
means loss of food for children from poor families. 

Although research is emerging, initial statistics appear 
to show a disproportionately higher death rate among 
men even where more women have been diagnosed 
with COVID-19 (CCDD 2020; Global Health 5050 2020a). 
Studies (Global Health 5050 2020b; Polglase et al. 2020; 
Weiss 2020; Young 2020) underline that although a 
part of this is related to biology, a key reason is gender 
and the associated roles, norms, behaviours, attitudes, 
and expectations that result in differential behavioral 
patterns between women and men, such as higher 
mobility of men, higher percentage of smoking and 
drinking among men than among women24 and men 
tending not to take medical help early on. 

While primary medical services have focused on 
addressing the pandemic, there has also been a scaling 
down of health services like HIV testing, provision of 
birth control, emergency contraceptives, institutional 
and assisted deliveries, pre- and post-natal care, and 
emergency treatment from physical and psychological 
abuse, which have immediate and long-term impacts, 
particularly on women. Also, the postponement of 
child immunization campaigns can negatively affect 
child health outcomes especially for the poor and 
for rural communities who lack transport facilities 
(Hasman 2016). 

20  https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061132
21 https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-during-pandemic18 https://www.euro.who.int/ 
    en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/technical-guidance/mental-health-and-covid-19
22 https://www.icimod.org/article/impacts-of-covid-19-could-heighten-gender-inequalities-in-the-hkh-unless-responses-focus-on-women/
23 In South Asia, the informal economy employs over 80% of the total employed population and the majority of them are women, with low pay, no job  
   security or paid leave (ILO 2018b).
24 The Global Health 5050 Report states that as per 2015 data, worldwide almost five times more men than women smoke, and men drink about five times  
    more alcohol than women.
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Education
Indefinite school closures in response to lockdown 
measures have short-term consequences in adhering 
to curricula timelines. Compounded poverty impacts 
exacerbated by gender and social inequalities may 
result in high drop-out rates among girls and children 
with disabilities. Many governments in the region have 
directed universities, colleges and schools to move 
towards online learning. However, access to online 
learning is impossible for many, particularly poor and 
marginalized families who own no personal computers 
and have no online connectivity, and for families in 
remote areas with no electricity and internet access. 
Furthermore, families may prioritize boys over girls 
in granting access to limited available facilities. Also, 
these classes may add stress to family situations where 
parents may be ill-equipped to provide the intensive 
support required for children to learn online. 

Risks and vulnerabilities
Gendered impacts of the COVID-19 situation 
compound and exacerbate existing gender and social 
inequalities and pose immediate and long-term risks 
for individuals, communities, society, countries and the 
region.

Gender inequality
Any widening of existing or carving of new gender 
inequality gaps will negate all gains made through past 
decades of work on gender equality, potentially also 
reducing capacity to achieve the SDGs, especially SDG 5 
(gender equality). 

Hunger and poverty 
Loss of jobs and incomes, financial losses and debts 
may drive highly vulnerable groups into hunger and 
poverty for longer periods, widening social inequalities 
within countries and across the region.

Economic
Even smaller-scale previous pandemics have shown 
that job losses result in slower economic recovery for 
women.25

Health
The increase in women’s workload will have overall 
wellbeing and health impacts and disruption of 
immunization services create risks of increases in 
childhood diseases and mortality.

Education
Unequal access to education create risks of widening 
social inequalities and access to future attractive 
employment opportunities and a slide back into 
poverty for poor and marginalized groups may see 
increases in drop-out rates.

Returning migrants
As global economies absorb impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is unclear whether migrant labourers 
will be able to or will be interested in returning to 
destination countries, which will certainly impact 
family and community dynamics. Will women lose 
what little decision-making rights and freedom of 
mobility they had? Will they lose self-confidence and 
self-esteem they have gained? Will they face more 
gender-based violence at home and outside? Or would 
this be an opportunity where women and men face the 
difficulties and life together as equal partners in the 
struggle to overcome the crises? 

The current situation has raised serious questions 
regarding contemporary economic models and GDPs 
in which women’s (and men’s) unpaid care work is not 
recognized or valued since it is these very activities 
that for many are the only source of sustenance Post-
pandemic economic models and development plans 
for inclusive and equitable development must include 
reformulation of these key statistics. 

Actions
Emergencies and disasters adversely impact the most 
vulnerable segments of society, especially women. 
However, they also allow for opportunities. The 
economist Amartya Sen states26 that “…the world 
before pandemic was full of inequalities; in the past, 
disasters have shaped some collective efforts among 
countries and masses to eradicate inequalities. 

25  https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/03/feminism-womens-rights-coronavirus-covid19/608302/
26https://www.ft.com/content/5b41ffc2-7e5e-11ea-b0fb-13524ae1056b
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Therefore, this pandemic can be instrumental for 
such a desirable change”. This pandemic can be an 
opportunity to change behavior, do things differently, 
and equalize playing fields to bring about social and 
gender transformative change. Changes can be brought 
in social norms and expectations both  household 
and professional fronts. The work from home with 
flexible working hours adopted by most professional 
institutions has given flexibility to both men and 
women “to meet the combined demands of having a 
career and running a family”, and this can have some 
advantages for women (Alon et al. 2020), especially 
when men take on responsibilities for household 
chores. Such reallocation of duties within households 
could have persistent effects leading to more equal 
gender division of labour within the home (Farre and 
Libertad 2019; Tamm 2019) thus transforming a major 
structural inequality. 

To bring about these types of changes leading towards a 
prosperous HKH, women must be included in response 
and recovery decision-making at all levels and the 
following actions need to be taken:

Short-term
 − Open hotline services to strengthen the 

protection of women and children from violence.

 − Provide immediate support to vulnerable groups 
of women, men, children, and the disabled.

 − Collect sex and age disaggregated data across 
the full range of COVID-19 impacts so that 
analysis can inform guidelines, programmes and 
project implementation with gender and social 
sensitivity.

 − Provide financial support to mountain women 
entrepreneurs to continue their businesses. 

 − Ensure that response and recovery plans are 
gender-sensitive, taking into consideration 
women’s challenges and the challenges of 
mountain women in particular.

Medium- to long-term
 − Formulate  economic support strategies 

including loan waivers and extended credit for 
poor women farmers in mountain areas. 

 − Assess the different impacts of the pandemic 
on women and men, and develop strategies 
for addressing them in the context of future 
emergencies. 

 − Allocate more resources for research on the 
gendered implications of disasters and public 
health emergencies in mountain areas. 

 − Ensure access to paid family and paid sick leaves, 
and flexible working hours for women workers.
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SECTION  5 
Environmental  
dimensions

Ecosystem loss, encroachment of human settlements 
leading to human-wildlife interactions, and trade 
in live animals contribute to greater risk of human 
exposure to novel diseases and zoonotic transmission 
of disease (Pongsiri et al. 2009). As the pandemic 
situation continues to unfold, the complex interactions 
among social, economic and environmental factors 
require deeper analyses in order to identify effective 

intervention areas and to anticipate potential 
consequences (Figure 6) with special attention given 
to the biodiversity rich HKH ecosystems and their new 
threats (Figure 7). 

The pandemic has reinforced the critical importance 
of access to clean water and sanitation (WHO 2020) and 
clean air for public health. However, the percentage 
of the HKH population with hand washing facilities 
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FIGURE 7 EXAMPLES OF THE WAYS IN WHICH VIRUSES MIGHT AFFECT ECOSYSTEMS 

is relatively low for instance in Bangladesh where it 
is a mere 35% and India and Pakistan where it is 60% 
(Matheswaran 2020) and already relatively limited 
access to sanitation is even more limited in rural areas 
(Figure 8). Although air quality overall has improved 
with drastically reduced vehicular and industrial 
pollutants, poor households may be experiencing 
increased and more concentrated exposure to indoor 
air pollutants due to the use of low-quality fuels for 
cooking and heating. 

Fragile HKH ecosystems require that environmental 
sustainability be a central tenet in all recovery 
pathways and the longer-term response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic could be the catalyst for societal 
transformation toward sustainability and a means to 
achieve the 1.5 degree climate target as set out in the 
Paris Agreement.

Impacts 

Air quality

While the lockdowns have allowed residents across 
the HKH to enjoy mountain views and clear air not 
experienced in decades, it has also afforded researchers 
a unique opportunity to untangle air pollution source 
apportionment puzzles, has rejuvenated plant life 
and has generated renewed appreciation for nature’s 
bounty and beauty. Although lockdowns have led to a 
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general decline in air pollutants across the region (Baral 
2020), pollutants such as surface ozone have increased 
in certain cities (Sharma et al. 2020). While emissions 
from the transportation and industrial sectors have 
declined drastically, the use of low-quality fuel to meet 
household energy needs may have increased, exposing 
individuals to concentrated indoor air pollutants. Given 
the timing of the pandemic at the end of the harvest 
season across much of the Indo-Gangetic Plain the 
tradition of agricultural residue burning which has 
historically contributed to increases in air pollution 
across the region, may also account for some of the 
recorded air pollution during the pre-monsoon season 
early in the lockdown phase. 

Water and disasters

Access to clean and adequate water has been an 
increasing problem in both rural and urban areas 
of the HKH (Figure 8) due to climate change-related 
changes in water availability and weaknesses of water 
governance systems. Lockdowns have stalled water 
infrastructure development and may affect delivery of 
services such as drinking water, irrigation and energy. 
Given that climate-induced changes in precipitation 
had led to more extreme weather patterns across this 
multi-hazard prone region, floods and landslides will 
compound challenges for vulnerable communities 
living along rivers and low-lying areas in the HKH. 
Additionally, lockdowns have impacted capacities 

Source: Adapted from French and Holmes (2019)
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FIGURE 8 DRINKING WATER AND SANITATION ACCESS IN HKH COUNTRIES
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to maintain disaster measurement and warning 
instruments which will impact abilities to organize 
responses. Additionally, planned activities supporting 
disaster preparedness (Wahba et al. 2020) have been 
cancelled which may have long-term cascading 
impacts.

Ecosystems, landscapes and human-wildlife-
livestock interactions 
 Fragile HKH ecosystems have been under threat from 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss and 
are likely to face more pressure due to increasing 
population in the mountains as migrants return to 
villages (Maxwell et al. 2016), and as immediate needs 
for food security and rapid economic recovery may 
propel over-harvesting of NTFPs and non-sustainable 
agricultural practices. The pandemic has increased 
human-wildlife interaction, causing a rise in incidents 

of poaching (Nag 2020) with easier access to wildlife 
rich ecosystems, and wildlife in urban settlements 
(Narayani 2020). As vehicular and human traffic has 
decreased, the wildlife-livestock interface has also 
increased in transboundary and urban areas. The 
increased interaction between wildlife and people has 
exposed risks of zoonotic disease transfer (Pongsiri et 
al. 2009) and risks of attack. 

Surging medical waste 
The drastic increase in medical waste is one aspect of 
the pandemic which has not received focused attention 
but will lead to negative short-, medium- and long-term 
environmental consequences (Aqil and Dipa 2020).  
In the city of Wuhan (China), the quantity of infectious 
medical waste increased by 600%, from 40 to 240 
tonnes per day (Zuo 2020). 
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Risks and vulnerabilities

Effects of low-quality fuels on pollution 
Under various contraction scenarios, it is predicted 
that over half of the world’s additional poor will be 
in South Asia (Sumner et al. 2020), and the poverty 
consequences of the pandemic will also necessarily 
make clean fuel such as liquefied petroleum gas 
(LPG) and electricity less affordable for households. 
To meet energy needs, poor people may use more 
biomass fuels, subsequently increasing their exposure 
to indoor air pollution. The economic difficulties may 
also prompt industries to opt for low cost fuels or raw 
materials that may aggravate pollution.

Limited access to clean water and sanitation 
Already limited access to clean water and sanitation 
could exacerbate in the coming months due first to 
pre-monsoon dry spells and then to flooding (Scott et 
al. 2019). Since overall demand for water is expected to 
double in the coming decades, there are exacerbated 
potentials for a rise in communicable diseases linked 
to unsafe water and poor hygiene. These challenges 
could potentially disrupt the plans of HKH countries 
to achieve SDG targets, particularly on clean water and 
sanitation, gender equality and access to clean energy 
(Izquierdo 2020) and potentially exacerbate water 
conflicts in the region (Biswas 2011; Scott 2019). 

Increased nature-people interactions and 
illegal activities
Increased pressure on natural resources for 
agricultural land and forest products may contribute 
to deforestation, over-extraction of high value natural 
resources such as caterpillar fungus and unsustainable 
land use, increasing environmental degradation, 
and potentially increasing risks including disease 
transmission (Rohr et al. 2019; Ahmad et al. 2020). 
The increased presence of wildlife in urban and 
peri-urban areas has led to more interactions and has 
brought endangered wildlife closer to poachers, which 
has increased poaching worldwide (MENAFN 2020; 
Sudhi 2020). Increases in transboundary and urban 
wildlife-livestock interfaces can facilitate bi-directional 
transmission of animal diseases (Miller et al. 2013) and 
lead to the rapid spread of invasive plants. 

Research and policy priorities 
As government assess research funding priorities and 
direct more funds towards public health, there are 

risks of decreased funding for conservation and lost 
opportunities in generating new knowledge (Corlett et 
al. 2020). Moreover, the postponements of major global 
events such as the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) COP-15, or UNFCCC COP-26 have implications 
for delays in key global and national policy decisions. 

Increased harmful waste
The increase in medical waste from mass use of 
protective equipment and chemicals for disinfection 
poses environmental and health risks to humans, 
animals and ecosystems (“Managing biomedical waste” 
2014; “Waste management an essential public service in 
the fight to beat COVID-19” 2020). 

Opportunities 

Improving regional air quality 
The lockdowns have provided a unique opportunity 
to better understand the different contributions to 
overall air pollution and thus more targeted national 
and transboundary policies on air pollution control 
measures have become possible. Additionally, the 
current drop in crude oil price provides a good 
opportunity to bring a transformative change through 
investing the taxes and savings in supporting cleaner 
renewable energy efforts. 

Better systems for clean water and sanitation 
Recognizing the basic human need for clean water, 
governments have an opportunity to prepare 
effective water governance systems and plans (Surie 
2020) which should focus on sustainable water and 
land management, and nature-based solutions, to 
improve access to water resources and reduce water-
related disasters. Awareness of the importance of 
water, sanitation and hygiene created during the 
pandemic, if sustained, could have far reaching 
benefits in minimising risks of water borne diseases 
and contributing to achieving SDG targets on clean 
water and sanitation. River water quality has increased 
in some tributaries of the Ganges River in India as 
industrial effluents decreased dramatically due to 
prolonged lockdown (Associated Press 2020) and this 
short-term behavioural change can be turned into 
long-term practice for long-lasting benefits to the 
environment (Bhattacharyya 2020; Child 2020).
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Strengthening the policy regime for 
incentivising ecosystem services in the HKH
Evidence from pilots in the HKH countries make a 
strong case for incentivizing forest and biodiversity 
conservation and efforts of communities to secure 
water catchments. The 15th Finance Commission 
in India in its first report for year 2020–21 has 
recommended 10% weightage to forest and ecology 
in the devolution of central taxes to states. These 
“ecological fiscal transfers” (EFTs) potentially provide 
Indian states with the incentives to increase forestry 
budgets as an investment in increased future shares 
of central tax revenue (Busch et al. 2019). Such models 
can incentivize forest protection and restoration and 
sustain the flow of ecosystem services.

Addressing poaching and illegal trade in 
wildlife and endangered species
The current situation provides an opportunity to 
improve technology and conservation strategies for 
ensuring wildlife protection. Recent advancements 
in satellite remote sensing, coupled with artificial 
intelligence and machine learning can help detect 
wildlife locations and detect the presence of poachers 
(Aggarwal et al. 2020). Now is also a good opportunity 
to reinforce a global ban on wildlife trade, as reported 
by China (Zhou et al. 2020). The ban could be boosted 
with renewed and strict transboundary regulations. The 
current scenario strongly suggests the need to prioritize 
the “One Health” approach (O. H. Commission), a 
new paradigm that recognizes the interconnection of 
people, animals and ecosystems, the pandemic is an 
opportunity for the region to strengthen Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Flora and Fauna (CITES) at a transboundary level 
across the countries. In China, the ban on poaching, 
trade, consumption and farming of wildlife brings new 
opportunities for wildlife conservation.27

It is possible for HKH governments to create green jobs 
as they plan for restoration of degraded ecosystems 
and for ensuring wildlife confinement in their natural 
habitats (Box 1). 

Framework to deal with medical waste
Even while HKH countries have legal frameworks 
for handling medical waste, this pandemic has made 
clear the need to ensure additional capacity, resources 

27  https:http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/c30834/202002/c56b129850aa42acb584cf01ebb68ea4.shtml

and systems. In India, the Central Pollution Control 
Board released guidelines to ensure proper disposal 
of COVID-19 related waste in a scientific manner 
(Aggarwal 2020). In Nepal, the World Bank has 
signed a fast-track package with the government to 
prepare health care facilities, including medical waste 
management (World Bank 2020c). The World Health 
Organisation has published its guidelines (Henshall 
2020) Asian Development Bank (ADB) has prepared 
a list of considerations and recommendations to 
enable governments to respond to the unprecedented 
challenges of medical waste during COVID-19 (ADB 
2020) and it will be important to strictly adhere to the 
UN Basel Convention’s Technical Guidelines on the 
Environmentally Sound Management of Biomedical 
and Healthcare Wastes. 

Governance for environmental actions
Effective governance is key to environmental 
sustainability in general and in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 crisis in the HKH. In this context, a shift 
towards decentralisation and community participation 
and community engagement for natural resource 
management is important to harness (Ojha et al. 2019). 

Actions
To ensure the kind of environmental stewardship and 
protection that enables prosperity in the HKH, the 
following actions must be taken:

Short-term
 − Increase the number of frontline protected area 

staff for enhanced monitoring of species sighted 
in urban and semi-urban areas to minimize 
illegal hunting and wildlife trade especially in 
transboundary areas. 

BOX 1 
NEW JOBS IN PAKISTAN AS “JUNGLE WORKERS”

The Government of Pakistan has granted an exemption 
to allow the forestry agency to restart its 10 billion trees 
campaign to address climate change threats, also creating 
thousands of green jobs during the COVID-19 crisis. The 
work, which pays between US $3-5 a day, includes setting up 
nurseries, planting saplings, and serving as forest protection 
guards or forest fighters. It is considered a way to help 
workers recover from the COVID-19 crisis with dignity and 
without handouts. 
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 − Provide adequate water to people in urban and 
rural water scarcity hotspots capitalizing on 
existing traditional and modern good practices 
in water harvesting, spring and springshed 
management, watershed and irrigation systems.

 − Provide subsidized or free access to clean fuel for 
people in mountain areas to decrease pressure 
on forests for firewood and to promote use of 
clean fuel options for cooking such as induction 
cookers, solar, and LPG. 

 − Prioritize medical waste management to 
minimize the environmental impacts in 
mountain and other areas.

 − Prioritize equipment maintenance and other 
disaster preparedness efforts to mitigate 
compounding effects of the crisis and natural 
disasters.

Medium- to long-term
 − Restore degraded ecosystems using traditional 

and modern good practices to enhance 
resilience, reduce hazards and mitigate impacts 
of natural disasters. 

 − Control wildlife-borne diseases through 
management practices to reduce contamination 
from wildlife to domestic animals and humans. 

 − Conserve and restore water sources and recharge 
areas focusing on monitoring glaciers, restoring 
springs, springsheds and watersheds, and 
managing river basins in an integrated manner 
with a balance on local, transboundary, upstream 
and downstream concerns. 

 − Increase waste water treatment facilities to 
reduce water contamination from sewerage. 

 − Strengthen regulatory bodies in the HKH to 
ensure transparency and implementation of 
environmental and social safeguards. 

 − Strictly adhere to the UN Basel Convention for 
medical waste management and reduce single-
use plastic products. 

 − Increase investments in research on socio-
ecological interactions for greater resilience to 
more effectively support sustainable and resilient 
recovery.
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SECTION 6 
Climate actions  
and resilience

The HKH is a climate vulnerable hotspot. Parts 
of the region will experience a 5.5°C increase in 
temperature by the end of the century under current 
emission scenarios (Wester et al. 2019). An increase 
in temperature and changes in precipitation patterns 
have increased the severity and magnitude of climate-
induced disasters including floods, drought, glacial lake 
outburst floods, and ecosystem degradation. A business 
as usual post-pandemic recovery that relies on fossil 
fuel-intensive growth will accelerate the rate of climate 
change in the region.

In recognition that climate change is one of the biggest 
threats to poverty eradication, growth and stability in 
the region, HKH countries have put in place policies 
and targets to mitigate and adapt to the impacts of 
climate change. Estimates indicate that it will cost US 
$17–65 billion per annum to implement climate actions 
in each country.28 The London School of Economics’ 
Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and 
the Environment has a useful database29 outlining 
various climate-related targets (Box 2). 

BOX 2

AN ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE OF CLIMATE  
TARGETS IN THE HKH

All eight HKH countries have developed economy-wide emission 
reduction targets and sector-specific adaptation and mitigation 
targets.
Economy- wide emission reduction targets pertaining to peaking 
CO2 emissions (China and India); emission reduction (Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, China and Pakistan); and decrease in carbon intensity of 
GDP (China and India)
The highest number of targets pertain to the energy sector. Targets 
focus on increasing the share of renewable energy in the mix; reducing 
dependence on fossil fuels; increasing production of renewable 
energy; increasing consumption of renewable energy; reducing energy 
intensity; improving market share of renewable energy technologies; 
carbon offsetting; and improving energy efficiency.
For the HKH countries, the land use, land use change and forestry 
sectors combined have the second highest number of targets focusing 
on land under forest; increasing forests and grasslands; protecting 
wetlands and protected areas; and restoring degraded ecosystems.
Targets in the transport sector focus on improving public transport 
systems; reducing emissions from rail, air and water transport; and 
increasing electric vehicles and rail.
Targets in the industry sector focus on reducing hydro-
chlorofluorocarbons; reducing per unit CO2 emissions by industry; 
and piloting low carbon industrial parks.
Targets in the waste sector focus on capturing landfill gas and 
converting to electricity; increasing composting; and increase the 
percentage of energy from waste-to-energy plants. 
Only Bangladesh and China have concrete targets in the agriculture 
sector and they focus on reducing draft animals; increasing organic 
fertilizer; using innovative irrigation technologies; and strengthening 
capacity of rural labour to use adaptive technology. 
Only China has targets related to tourism and buildings which 
focuses on piloting renewable energy technology in operation and 
supply chain management of commercial tourism establishments to 
increase the share of green buildings in towns and cities (Figure 9).

28 Analysis based on Nationally Determined Contributions by the Climate Policy Group, World Bank (2016). http://spappssecext.worldbank.org/sites/indc/
Pages/Content_Brief.aspx
29 https://climate-laws.org/

FIGURE 9 CLIMATE TARGETS IN THE HKH
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30  https://www.ft.com/content/9f89f35a-7142-4fde-b9da-344a823027a1
31 The results are derived from snow accumulation data for 2003-2018 (Muhammad and Thapa 2020) and data for 2019–2020 processed using the same   
    methodology.

TABLE 3 CLIMATE-INDUCED IMPACTS IN THE HKH

CLIMATE HAZARD AFGHANISTAN BANGLADESH BHUTAN CHINA INDIA NEPAL MYANMAR PAKISTAN

Flood * * * * * * * *

Drought * * * *

GLOF * * * * * *

Landslide * * * * * *

Storm * * * * * *

Source: World Bank. Climate Change Knowledge Portal. https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/ .  
                 Information compiled from national communications to UNFCCC.

Impacts
HKH like other mountain systems of the world, is 
highly sensitive to climate change. Over the past six 
decades, mean temperature in the HKH has increased 
at a rate of 0.2oC/decade. A 1.5 degree increase in global 
temperature is likely to result in a 2.1 degree increase in 
temperature by the end of the century in the HKH due 
to elevation dependent warming (Krishnan et al. 2019). 

An increase in temperature and changes in 
precipitation patterns have increased the severity and 
magnitude of climate induced impacts  
(Table 3). De-glaciation is one of the most visible 
impacts of climate change in the region (Shean et al. 
2020). The HKH will lose 36% of its glaciers in a 1.5 
degree world and 64% under current emission trends 
(Bolch et al. 2019). The rapid shrinking of glaciers and 
changes in seasonal snow cover will lead to glacial lake 
outburst floods (Bolch et al. 2019) and impact water 
availability in the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra 
river basins (Rounce et al. 2020). Agriculture and food 
security will be undermined due to changes in the 
Upper Indus basin which is a critical water tower for 
the region (Immerzeel et al. 2020). The region will also 
be exposed to more frequent and intense floods and 
droughts (Zhan et al. 2017; Wu et al. 2017; Wijngaard 
et al. 2017). Increasing temperature has resulted in the 
northward shift of species and ecological zones (Xu et 
al. 2019), impacting HKH ecosystems.

Even while there are ongoing broader negative impacts 
and immediate direct threats to ecosystems, there are 
some key environmental indicators which appear to 
have improved as a result of the pandemic. Global CO2 
emissions are projected to decline by 8% in 2020 due 
to the lockdowns associated with COVID-19 (IEA 2020), 

which will be the largest yearly reduction to date. Past 
experience, however, suggests that emission declines 
during economic crises are followed by a rapid upsurge 
in the following years (CO2 emissions grew by 5.9% after 
the 2008-2009 financial crisis). Such emission peaks 
are of concern, especially when larger economies 
like China have increased their oil imports by 5% due 
to the fall in global prices.30 There are other potential 
consequences of the lockdown. Above average snow 
accumulation of ~20% has been observed in the ten 
major river basins compared to the 2003-2019 average.31 
The snowmelt slowdown due to reduced anthropogenic 
activities during the lockdown could lead to excessive 
melting in summer which may exacerbate flood-like 
disasters.

In this context, the COVID-19 pandemic and 
its responses have woven a complex mix of 
interconnected impacts (See Figure 6). 

Risks and vulnerabilities
With high dependence on climate sensitive sectors like 
agriculture, tourism, labour migration and remittance, 
and with higher rates of informal sector activity, 
poverty, malnutrition and lower access to services 
(energy, digital and financial services) as compared to 
the plains, people in the HKH are vulnerable to climate-
induced impacts. The lockdowns and associated 
economic and social impacts will exacerbate climate-
induced vulnerability in the region.

The COVID-19 pandemic has underlined the fragility 
of communities already vulnerable to climate change. 
With high exposure to future climate and other shocks, 
and with reduced ability to absorb, adapt and transform 
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in response to these shocks, the economic, social and 
ecological systems in the HKH are at risk. Ecological 
systems, like the Asian Water Towers and Himalayan 
biodiversity hotspots, that provide ecosystem services 
to mountain and downstream communities will be 
increasingly fragile if exposed to accelerated  
climate change. 

Actions
A post-pandemic recovery must keep the rise of 
global temperature to below 1.5 degrees and address 
the structural roots of vulnerability to strengthen the 
capacity of mountain communities to deal with future 
shocks, including climate change. These actions will 
also help HKH countries to implement economy-
wide emission reduction targets and sector-specific 
adaptation and mitigation targets outlined in their 
policy documents (Figure 10).

Nature-based solutions 
It will be important for governments to focus on and 
increase investments in nature-based solutions to 
protect and enhance ecosystem services (see also 
Section 6) and build resilience to climate change. 
Investments in nature provide high returns (GCA 
2019). Every US $1 invested in nature can provide a 
return of US $50. Taking a holistic social-ecological 
systems approach at landscape and river basin levels 
can promote resilient ecosystems across the HKH. 
Investments in nature-based solutions can be scaled 
up through transboundary landscape and river 
basins programmes that strengthen conservation 

and management of biodiversity rich areas, alpine 
pastures, mountain rangelands, springsheds and 
catchment areas, organic agricultural systems, and 
nature-based value chains. Similarly, strengthening 
capacity, learning, and use of innovative tools for forest 
conservation in the HKH can reduce emissions from 
deforestation and degradation.

Strengthen the financial landscape to align 
financial services with an inclusive and 
climate responsive recovery

HKH countries allocate a significant proportion of 
their budgets to climate action. In 2012-13 Bhutan 
spent 2% of its national budget on climate change. 
Economic packages to absorb and recover from the 
pandemic range between 0.1%–10% of GDP in the HKH 
(IMF 2020). They target vulnerable groups (sick, poor, 
disadvantaged, and wage labourers) and vulnerable 
sectors (health; agriculture; tourism; micro, small, 
and medium enterprises [MSMEs]; and financial 
institutions). 

Invest in resilient infrastructure to encourage 
low carbon growth: 

Recovery measures should encourage mountain 
societies to strengthen the resilience of existing 
infrastructure and provide incentives to transition away 
from fossil fuel-intensive infrastructure development. 
Bhutan’s commitment to a zero-emission grid based on 
renewables can be a key inspiration and guide for other 
mountain areas (ADB 2019). Post-pandemic financial 
investments must be targeted to scale-up allocation 

FIGURE 10 CLIMATE POLICY IN THE HKH
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to resilient and inclusive development and to improve 
access to financial services in the mountains by taking 
advantage of the economic recovery packages, which 
range from investments in renewable energy, green 
transport systems, sustainable construction, and digital 
infrastructure. Every US $1 invested in a renewable 
energy and energy efficient pathway will bring a return 
of US $3–8. It is estimated that this transition will keep 
global warming below 2˚C, increase global GDP by 2.4%, 
and improve people’s wellbeing by 13.5% by 2050 as 
compared with the current energy scenario  
(IRENA 2020).

Other climate-related actions also discussed in the food 
security (see Section 2), environment (see Section 5), and 
gender (see Section 4) sections of this paper include:

 − Assess the status of local food systems, crop 
diversity and indigenous knowledge, climate 
change scenarios, and traditional adaptation 
strategies to build and restore climate resilience 
and local food security. 

 − Incentivize restoration of agrobiodiversity in 
farming systems where loss of diversity has 
resulted in high dependence on external inputs 
and increased vulnerability. Focus on climate 
resilient, neglected and underutilized local 
varieties and landraces.

 − Improve productivity and resilience of smallholder 
farming systems to climate change through 
ecological approaches and innovative scalable 
solutions that empower and benefit farmers.

 − Adopt a standardized, multi-hazard risk 
assessment approach to mitigate the impacts 
of climate-induced disasters. Enhance climate 
services, share data, information, and scientific 
and indigenous knowledge, and foster 
transboundary disaster risk reduction practices. 
Ensure targeted risk reduction strategies that reach 
to the poorest and most marginalized. 

 − Use social assistance, including rural employment 
guarantee, to reduce vulnerability and economic 
distress while also restoring local ecosystems 
and shared assets such as community forests, 
wetlands, rangelands, and springs.



COVID-19 IMPACT AND POLICY RESPONSES IN THE HKH       37

Policy responses

With countries getting ready to announce significant 
post-pandemic recovery packages – US $264 billion in 
the case of India – we have a window of opportunity to 
target this investment to build resilient and inclusive 
societies as we recover from the pandemic. With 
high dependence on climate sensitive sectors like 
agriculture, tourism and labour migration, and with 
higher rates of poverty, malnutrition and lower access 
to energy as compared to the plains, people in the 
HKH are less able to absorb, adapt and transform their 
livelihood strategies to respond to climate change. 
The economic and social disruption caused by the 
pandemic and the lockdown associated with it will 
further erode the capacity of mountain communities 
to respond to future shocks and has the potential to 
exacerbated existing inequalities

HKH countries must use their recovery packages to 
address the structural drivers of vulnerability in the 
HKH and to build inclusive and resilient societies 
(Figure 11). Instruments for evidence-based policies 
and more responsive institutional, policy and economic 
measures are critically important mechanisms to 
facilitate country actions for an inclusive and resilient 
recovery and to help mountain communities become 
resilient to future shocks like climate change and future 
social and economic disruptions. A summary of policy 
actions is presented in Table 4.

FIGURE 11  POLICY INSTRUMENTS AND ACTIONS FOR AN INCLUSIVE AND RESILIENT POST-PANDEMIC  RECOVERY IN THE HKH
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Dimension Policy recommendation

Economic

Create green job opportunities both on and off farm specifically for migrant returnees in the mountains focusing on eco- or adventure 
tourism, aesthetic and spiritual tourism products, nature-based green products like health drinks and food, natural colours and dyes, or 
natural essential oils for cosmetics and other uses.

Boost economic activity focusing on the economic multiplier each intervention can deliver, the ability of a project to directly replace 
missing demand, and its impact on import levels or the national trade balance

Undertake targeted poverty reduction programs that consider the specific circumstances and needs of the poor and vulnerable people 
within the economic sector (tourism, agriculture, labour migration etc) in the region.

Establish a regional fund for mountain-specific economic and resilience building programmes.

Develop and implement large mountain specific economic and resilience development programmes aimed towards building self-reliance 
for local economies, local food systems, and on- and off-farm activities.

Revive tourism with an emphasis on community benefits, eco-friendly objectives and assist the tourism sector to put in place business risk 
assessment and mitigation measures. 

Provide mechanisms for promotion of high value products such as tea, medicinal and aromatic plants, wild edibles, fruits, buckwheat, 
major and minor millets, barley, and pulses. 

Rehabilitate and repatriate migrant workers in local economic activities and provide them with technical and financial support to start 
economic activities.

Strengthen legislation for migrant workers and workers in the informal sector to ensure their workplace safety, social protection and risk insurance.

Provide technical and financial support to small, medium and large mountain agribusinesses. Mountain-specific entrepreneurship skill 
development for youth and women will be especially important, with financial support through soft loans. 

Strengthen local food system in mountain areas to improve local food self-sufficiency. 

Develop digital infrastructure within sectors like tourism and agriculture. This could help mountain farmers and entrepreneurs for 
accessing and sharing information, marketing and providing services.

Promote knowledge-based economies. Further development of internet-based economic sectors such as online shopping, education, and 
medical services require policies that reduce job market frictions and facilitate labour adaptation to the associated job opportunities.

Food security 
and nutrition

Develop a specific programme on revival of mountain native livestock and neglected and underutilized crops (NUCs), and other niche products. 

Strengthen existing social safety net programmes in mountain areas.

Ensure supply of inputs, credit, technology and extension services to sustain agricultural practices in the mountains.

Develop programmes for ensuring food security and nutrition focusing on local food production using underutilized crops and high value 
products that are nutritious, encouraging self-sufficiency.

Include NUCs in national procurement programmes with support price mechanism for farmers.

Develop innovative approaches to support farmers to continue production and marketing food to sustain agriculture-based livelihoods 
and food security.

Strengthen financial and institutional support to establish small and medium storage and agribusinesses facilities in mountain areas to 
reduce future risks and vulnerabilities.  

Transition to organic farming. 

Strengthen certification and verification schemes to promote sustainable production and consumption in the HKH. 

Invest in research and development for technology advancement on cultivation, post-harvest, value addition and marketing of mountain 
niche products and provide incentives to youth for mountain specific agri-tech start-ups.

Invest in ICT use and technology to facilitate linkages between mountain farmer producer groups and urban markets.

Social

Ensure that those who have been the hardest hit by the pandemic get fair access to recovery packages and resources. 

Increase public investment in health care infrastructure for mountain areas.

Develop an investment fund for social infrastructure and services to ensure equal access to education, hospital, and other essential 
amenities for mountain people.

Increase investments for the social sector, especially for healthcare ensuring institutional restructuring required to address equity and 
access issues.

Scale up social protection systems and focus towards climate resilient job creation especially to provide opportunities to returned migrant 
workers.

Make existing decision-making processes and institutions more inclusive of mountain people and their interests.

Strengthen communication mechanisms and platforms, grounded in participatory and inclusive approaches to foster two-way 
communication and engagement between government and communities. 

Encourage social justice, circular economy, and low carbon growth principles in our social attitudes and behaviour.

Provide access to quality internet and IT-based services for mountain communities to decrease the digital divide. 

Develop more inclusive decision-making mechanisms for community voice at all levels of government and in anticipatory risk management.

Make governance systems and structures more anticipatory, inclusive, and with built in institutional mechanisms for social protection. 

TABLE 4 POLICY ACTIONS FOR A RESILIENT AND INCLUSIVE RECOVERY IN THE HKH
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Dimension Policy recommendation

Gender

Prepare budgets with a gender perspective to institutionalize more gender equitable and inclusive development.

Develop policy for universal basic income to cover the unpaid care work, predominantly shouldered by women. 

Strengthen and streamline social protection policies and plans ensuring reach to the most vulnerable groups.

Allocate more resources for research on the gendered implications of disasters and public health emergencies in mountain areas. 

Assess the different impacts of the pandemic on women and men, and develop strategies for addressing them in the context of future 
emergencies.

Adopt a gender sensitive lens in policy-making processes, ensuring that marginalized women are included in the process and policies.

Ensure access to paid family and paid sick leaves, and flexible working hours for women workers.

Environmental

Prioritize transboundary cooperation and governance for an effective ban on wildlife trade.

Ensure investment for water infrastructure.

Increase waste water treatment facilities to reduce water contamination from sewerage.

Conserve and restore water sources and recharge areas focusing on monitoring glaciers, restoring springs, springsheds and watersheds, 
and managing river basins in an integrated manner with a balance on local, transboundary, upstream and downstream concerns.

Strengthen regulatory bodies in the HKH to ensure transparency and implementation of environmental and social safeguards. 

Strictly adhere to the UN Basel Convention for medical waste management and reduce single-use plastic products.

Reduce air pollution and ensure air quality. 

Increase investment in research on the impact of climate variability, changes and extreme events on health and COVID19 like situations for 
better preparedness on socio-ecological interactions for greater resilience to more effectively support sustainable and resilient recovery.

Restore degraded ecosystems using traditional and modern good practices to enhance resilience, reduce hazards and mitigate impacts of 
natural disasters. 

Scale up gender responsive and nature based solutions, green and climate resilient technologies and practices.

Invest the taxes and savings generated from drop in crude oil prices in supporting the renewable energy efforts of industries and sectors, 

Strengthen local community engagement and inclusive governance systems for natural resource management and environmental 
sustainability.

Climate 
resilience 

Strengthen the financial landscape to align financial services with an inclusive and climate responsive recovery.

Invest in resilient infrastructure to encourage low carbon growth.

Assess the status of local food systems, crop diversity and indigenous knowledge, climate change scenarios, and traditional adaptation 
strategies to build and restore climate resilience and local food security. 

Incentivize restoration of agrobiodiversity in farming systems where loss of diversity has resulted in high dependence on external inputs 
and increased vulnerability. Focus on climate resilient, neglected and underutilized local varieties and landraces.

Improve productivity and resilience of smallholder farming systems to climate change through ecological approaches and innovative 
scalable solutions that empower and benefit farmers.

Adopt a standardized, multi-hazard risk assessment approach to mitigate the impacts of climate-induced disasters. Share data, 
information, and scientific and indigenous knowledge, and foster transboundary disaster risk reduction practices. Ensure targeted risk 
reduction strategies that reach to the poorest and most marginalized. 

Scale up social protection systems and use social assistance, including rural employment guarantee, to reduce vulnerability and economic 
distress while also restoring local ecosystems and shared assets such as community forests, wetlands, rangelands, and springs
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32  https://www.clearsouthasia.org/
33  https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2020-01/Vision_Document_30_Jan.pdf

Evidence-based policy making
Robust evidence has been essential to both track and 
frame pandemic policy responses. Going forward, 
robust evidence will continue to be critically important 
in tracking progress, supporting adaptive policy 
making, building the confidence of stakeholders to 
invest in actions that deliver inclusive and resilient 
growth and in formulating responses to future shocks 
like climate change. 

Generating policy relevant evidence
HKH countries should strengthen research and 
development systems in the mountains. Research 
systems should collect robust data on emerging 
shocks in the region, strengthen gender and social 
disaggregated analysis, and carry out cost benefit 
analysis to support decision-making. Regional 
collaboration on data collection and analysis protocols 
will strengthen data sharing. Digital technology, like 
big data and artificial intelligence will strengthen 
efforts to generate policy relevant evidence. Investment 
in transdisciplinary science to understand complex 
socio-ecological interactions and impacts, will help 
prepare and combat similar pandemics in the future. 
Investment is required in research on the impact 
of climate variability, changes and extreme events 
on health and COVID-19 like situations for better 
preparedness. CLEAR South Asia is an example 
of an initiative that aims to build the capacity of 
HKH countries for better monitoring, primary data 
collection and evaluation of ongoing programmes.32 
India’s National Data and Analytics Platform is another 
example of an attempt to standardize data across 
multiple sources and provide flexible and accessible 
analytics to support research, innovation and policy 
making.33 

Support adaptive planning
Policy making in the context of uncertain shocks, 
like the pandemic and climate change, needs to be 
guided by adaptive planning. HKH countries should 
deploy tools for policy impact analysis, and social and 
gender audits to understand the effectiveness of policy 
responses. This includes an analysis of how geographic 
regions, like the mountain states, and social groups – 
disaggregated by gender, age and economic status – are 
impacted by policy responses. The analysis should 

support continuous learning and enable governments 
to adapt their responses to deliver inclusive, gender 
sensitive, equitable and responsive bailouts, subsidies 
and economic recovery measures. 

Knowledge-based policy networks
Evidence on its own will not support a shift in policy 
direction and implementation. HKH countries need 
to create and deepen engagement in knowledge-based 
policy networks to promote the uptake of evidence 
in policy and implementation. Climate Parliament 
is an example of international legislators working 
together to deliver ambitious climate action, the 
IUCN Himalayan Adaptation Network is a web-based 
platform that links policy makers and practitioners to 
adaptation science, and the South Asia Connect Nexus 
Start-up Hub supports entrepreneurs in the region to 
share best practices, collaborate and accelerate viable 
businesses. Our ICIMOD-led processes underlying 
the HKH Assessment and the HKH Call to Action create 
regional platforms and build on networks like the 
Upper Indus Basin Network and the Renewable Energy 
and Energy Efficient Capability for the HKH to share 
data and coordinate policy and investment responses 
for resilient communities in the HKH. These networks 
are spaces in which policy makers can learn about 
science, innovation, and best practices that can inform 
relevant, targeted policies for the right audiences at the 
right time.

Policy and regulatory instruments
HKH countries should use policy and regulatory 
instruments to signal political commitment and 
investment behind an inclusive and resilient recovery. 
Legislation, and policy and programme documents 
must outline a vision for an inclusive, resilient 
and prosperous HKH and direct commitment 
towards national and regional priorities. Regulatory 
instruments like taxes, standards and reporting 
requirements, can then be directed to influence 
behaviour by changing economic incentives.

Policy direction and actions 
At a more fundamental level, policies in the HKH 
countries would need to encourage the adoption 
of social justice, circular economy, and low carbon 
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growth principles and discourage unbridled 
consumerism in social attitudes and behaviour. 
Post-pandemic policy direction should promote 
sustainable consumption as part of country efforts 
to stimulate local demand for goods and services; 
promote sustainable business practices in utilizing 
mountain resources; scale-up the provision of climate 
smart social protection programmes in the HKH; 
promote investment in nature-based solutions like 
organic farming and soil and water conservation and 
in resilient mountain infrastructure like renewable 
energy, mountain environment friendly transport 
systems, digital infrastructure and sustainable 
rural and urban settlements; provide greater policy 
support to mountain farmers to develop neglected 
and underutilized crops (NUCs) like millets as part of 
the local food system to reduce future vulnerabilities 
and increase resilience to future shocks; support 
mountain entrepreneurship through innovation and 
start-up initiatives; transform the labour market to 
ensure mountain communities access to sustainable 
employment opportunities; and provide guidance to 
shift away from a carbon intensive growth pathway. 

Policy targets 
In furtherance of the broadly consultative HKH 
Assessment process which identified nine HKH 
mountain priorities consistent with SDGs, individual 
country-level targets could guide an inclusive and 
resilient recovery towards achieving the prosperous 
HKH vision. These policy targets should be specific 
to HKH priorities, measurable, and time bound. To 
chart a course towards reaching the targets, initial 
baseline analysis, national and sector planning 
documents, medium term expenditure frameworks 
and performance-based budget tools are essential. 

Fiscal and monetary instruments
Important for immediate relief, economic packages 
to absorb and recover from the pandemic in the HKH 
countries range between 0.1%–10% of GDP (see also 
Section 1), but an inclusive and resilient recovery 
requires leveraging other fiscal and monetary measures 
also. Countries should use post-pandemic fiscal and 
monetary measures to scale-up financial allocation to 

FIGURE 12  ACTIONS FOR A RESILIENT AND INCLUSIVE POST-PANDEMIC RECOVERY IN THE HKH
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resilient and inclusive development and improve access 
to financial services in the mountain regions with 
special attention to the following instruments:

Fiscal frameworks and risk finance facilities that 
direct and deliver scaled-up finance. Bangladesh’s 
Climate Fiscal Framework is an example of how to 
plan and allocate finance for inclusive and resilient 
development. The emergency assistance loans 
introduced by the BRICS New Development Bank, and 
the National Resilience Fund established by Bhutan are 
examples of regional and national risk finance facilities 
to scale-up financial support to mountain communities 
in times of disasters. 

Regulation to ensure financial disclosure to make 
investments in the mountains more transparent and 
resilient.

Investment in digital systems to deliver financial 
services that are responsive to the needs of mountain 
communities. China’s trial of a digital currency with 
digital payment platforms provides a potential for 
transforming financial decision-making and access in 
mountain regions.

Monetary measures to inject liquidity into the financial 
system and provide relief to affected households, 
corporate, and key sectors, including agriculture, 
tourism, finance, and MSMEs. Measures like direct 
cash transfers to vulnerable households, reduction of 
interest rates, expansion of lending facilities, changes 
to loan repayment schedules and purchase of bonds by 
the central banks can increase liquidity and lending for 
an inclusive and resilient recovery and central banks 
could prioritize green and social impact bonds as part 
of their attempts to stimulate private sector investment 
in resilient growth.

Post-pandemic recovery efforts should include actions 
to build inclusive and resilient societies in the HKH 
(Figure 12). An inclusive and climate-resilient recovery 
will provide sustainable opportunities for growth, 
employment generation and wellbeing in the region. 
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 − Establish new and strengthen existing regional 
institutional mechanisms and communications 
for coordinated response to disasters and 
sustainable resource management. Development 
and implementation of a common disaster 
risk reduction framework can be supported by 
regional dialogues which also promote action 
on ecosystem management in transboundary 
landscapes and transboundary river basin 
management and facilitate more data sharing.

 − Support the comprehensive HKH Call to Action 
process undertaken with all eight HKH countries. 
It provides clear focus on the mountains, on the 
SDGs and on priority actions to benefit countries 
and the region as a whole.

 − Contribute to and participate in HKH science-
policy forums to promote evidence-based policy 
decisions.

 − Leverage existing organisational mechanisms 
for a range of short-, medium-, and long-term 
cooperative actions to support transboundary 
cooperation on the road to recovery such as: 
the Upper Indus Basin Network which can 
support research and cooperative action for 
more sustainable river basin management and 
coordinated disaster response in the Upper Indus 
Basin; the South Asia Wildlife Enforcement 
Network (SAWEN) for trans-border illegal 
wildlife crime control; and regional cooperation 
mechanisms for the conservation of biodiversity 
in transboundary landscapes. 

 − Strengthen regional connectivity through 
transport, communication, trade and market 
linkages. This can facilitate more sustainable 
employment opportunities through strengthened 
regional labour markets which safeguard the 
interests of migrant labours and relaxed trade 
barriers can provide buffers against future food 
insecurity risks.

 − Enforce bans on trans-border illegal wildlife 
trade to assist in control of zoonosis. Enhancing 

Regional cooperation

For an effective response to the complex challenges 
facing the HKH, now compounded by the COVID-19 
pandemic, multiple actors need to come together 
in a coordinated regional approach and collective 
response for the region’s sustainable development that 
is mountain-specific, environmentally sustainable and 
focused on improving people’s well-being, health and 
prosperity to have positive multiplier effects on the 
region. Strengthened regional cooperation will be key 
for mobilizing the substantial investments that will be 
required for recovery from the disruptions and to build 
resilience for future shocks, with a renewed focus on 
achieving the SDGs in the mountain and hills of the 
HKH region. And it will be key to prevent exacerbation 
of conflicts, since the region is one of the most conflict 
prone regions in the world with five of the eight 
countries categorized as least developed; four of the 
eight countries in low or very low State of Peace Index; 
and five out of eight in alert status on the Fragile State 
Index.

Existing cross-border governance mechanisms can 
provide the foundation for more regional cooperation 
for trade and investments, sustainable resource 
management, disaster risk reduction, and for the 
development of “packages of cooperation” consisting 
of products and services of regional interest. In the 
current context and for immediate relief, facilitating 
expedient cross-border movement of essential goods 
and services including medicines, medical equipment, 
foods, and other essential items is critical. Nurturing 
and strengthening people-to-people, business-to-
business and government-to-government trust building 
across the region will also provide the foundation for 
the expansion of regional networks, which can host 
knowledge forums and dialogues on critical health and 
environmental issues including HKH science-policy 
forums as a platform for science-policy-action dialogue, 
knowledge exchange, stakeholder engagement and 
regional cooperation.  

The pandemic brings heightened urgency and 
opportunity for the eight HKH countries to cooperate 
to address existing regional challenges and to promote 
collective resilience in the region. Some concrete 
regional actions for cooperation in light of the 
COVID-19 pandemic are the following:
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34  https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/one-health

vigilance nationally and cooperation regionally 
to reduce these criminal activities can be 
achieved through capitalizing on transboundary 
initiatives in the Kailash, Karakoram-Pamir, 
Kangchenjunga, and Far Eastern Himalayan 
landscapes and the South Asia Wildlife 
Enforcement Network (SAWEN). Integration of 
zoonotic disease control in all transboundary 
landscape programmes can be facilitated through 
collaboration among entities embracing a ‘One 
Health’ approach.34  

 − Establish new global and regional financing 
mechanisms for mitigating climate risks 
including disasters, adaptation and resilience 
building, and for climate-resilient infrastructure 
development in the HKH mountains. Create 
regional funds and a regional financial landscape 
to promote investments in sustainable and 
resilient development and introduce flexibility 
so that timely interventions such as the 
emergency assistance loans introduced by the 
BRICS New Development Bank to augment 
sustainable development projects. Its recently 
established Emergency Finance Facility aims 
to provide emergency assistance to member 
countries with an initial outlay of US $15 billion. 
Also, the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) COVID-19 Emergency 
Response Fund worth about US $21.8 million has 
been committed by the SAARC nations and is 
accessible to for all member countries. 

This cooperation will be more effective when 
supported by scientific evidence where a regional 
intergovernmental institution like ICIMOD has an 
important role to play. ICIMOD is uniquely positioned 
to foster regional cooperation in the HKH by building 
common understanding, creating platforms for 
exchanging information, and developing harmonized 
frameworks to achieve multiple and shared goals. 
Inclusive and resilient recovery towards a prosperous 
HKH will need to rely heavily on the strength of 
inclusive processes that take a transboundary, regional 
perspective. 
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International  
cooperation

The HKH is custodian of natural resources and 
ecosystem services for almost one quarter of humanity. 
The protection of these global public goods is important 
for the region and for the almost 1.9 billion people 
living downstream, who are directly or indirectly 
availing the HKH ecosystems services. Targeted, multi-
pronged and sustained international support measures 
for the HKH can assist in handling the short- and long-
term impacts of the pandemic. While health support 
measures for the HKH mountain people will play a very 
important role in reducing their immediate and future 
public health-related vulnerabilities, here we focus on 
initiatives that reduce vulnerabilities as they have been 
detailed in the preceding sections.

A dedicated gender-sensitive, inclusive international 
economic support programme for strengthening 
resilience with economic opportunities for the HKH 
people should be urgently initiated with the support 
of international development partners since the 
pandemic is not only a public health crisis, but a 
severe economic crisis imposing a heavy human 
and economic toll on these countries. Because of 
the high dependence of HKH mountain people on 
export markets for their limited products, tourism 
and remittances, depleted income from these sources 
and the declining internal revenues due to massive 
lockdowns is taking a heavy toll. The lockdowns and the 
global economic slowdown have further exacerbated 
the already fragile economic situation in the HKH 
countries. Therefore, all international and regional 
financial institutions should provide special priority 
to these countries to get additional financing from 
their emergency financing facilities and similar other 
support programmes. 

The pandemic and its responses have triggered a 
rapid outflow of capital from developing countries 
and the foreign direct investment flows are projected 
to drop by up to 40 per cent from the previous year 
(UNCTAD 2020). Remittances have been severed and 
mass worker lay-offs have spiked unemployment rates 
while governments struggle with providing safety nets 

and stimulus packages. Given the severity of negative 
economic consequences, international finance and 
development institutions should come forward with 
a strong, generous and accessible resource flow with 
targeted facilities for the HKH region. The recent 
decision by the G20 group to suspend payment of 
debt services and to refrain from imposing export 
restrictions on food supplies to deal with food 
insecurity are important,35 but this will have to be 
complemented by other measures including direct 
financial resources provided to the HKH region.

Remittances from internal and external migrants 
are both a major source of income for the HKH 
mountain people and also represent a substantial 
source of foreign exchange for the HKH countries. 
Over the years, remittances have played an increasingly 
important role in the region to substantially reduce 
poverty, enhance education and health of the migrant 
families and strengthen food and nutrition security. 
Many of the migrants are employed abroad. Given the 
disproportionate contributions of migrants’ incomes 
for sustaining livelihoods and human development in 
the HKH region, there is need for greater international 
understanding of and a dedicated support mechanism 
for HKH migrants to ensure that their employment 
opportunities and the welfare of them and their 
families are least disrupted. 

Given the dire food security situation (see also Section 
2) in the HKH, international development partners 
should consider special targeted support measures to 
ensure food and nutrition security, while supporting 
calls for unhindered trade in food and other essential 
goods across the world. WFP, FAO, IFAD and other 
international development partners should come 
forward with short-term measures to ensure food 
supplies and a medium to long-term comprehensive 
support plan including capacity enhancement for 
promoting sustainable high value agricultural and 
forestry products of the region. This would also 
contribute to promoting high value HKH mountain 
products to the global community.

35  https://g20.org/en/media/Documents/G20_FMCBG_Communiqu%C3%A9_EN%20(2).pdf
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36  https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-04-22/secretary-generals-message-international-mother-earth-day-scroll-down-for-french- 
    version

Restrictions on international supplychains 
resulting from lockdowns should be temporary and 
proportionate, and they should not affect commerce 
and international trade among countries. It is 
important particularly for the HKH mountain countries 
and people, because they are highly dependent on 
commerce and international trade to meet their 
basic needs and to promote the products upon which 
their livelihoods depend. International development 
partners can assist in promoting equitable, resilient and 
sustainable globalization by lending specific support to 
enhance investment in trade-related infrastructure and 
productive and trading capacity of the HKH region with 
dedicated and focused programmes. 

The pandemic has once again revealed the need for 
reinforcement of in-depth local, national and regional 
research and analyses with reliable, cross-sectional 
and comprehensive data, and deepened and expanded 
regional cooperation to reduce multiple vulnerabilities 
and build resilience. Cooperation could usefully be 
expanded now on conservation of transboundary 
landscapes, enforcing bans on transboundary illegal 
wildlife trade, control of zoonosis, coordination of 
disease outbreak responses, and deepened cooperation 
on controlling floods and disasters and biodiversity 
protection in the HKH region. To support those efforts, 
international development partners propose a special 
support programme to widen and further strengthen 
research and data collection capacity with enhanced 
levels of dedicated financing for subnational, national 
and regional organizations. Investment in technical 
capacity building and collection of information 
would be important to mitigate future pandemics and 
associated economic and social consequences. Such 
an enhanced level of research and collaboration will 
not only benefit the region, it would benefit the whole 
world in this highly integrated and globalized world. 

Building resilience of the HKH mountain people from 
public health crises like COVID-19 is not only critical 
to reduce poverty, but also to confront climate change 
impacts. Since the region provides ecosystems services 
to a quarter of humanity, it is critically important that 
HKH mountain people have strengthened capacity 
to protect those global public goods. In this context, 
robust and targeted international support to build 
better resilience can help this region to build back 
better and to integrate proven solutions from across 
the globe in a holistic manner. On the occasion of 

Earth Day 2020, the UN Secretary General stated 
that the coronavirus is an unprecedented wake-up 
call and that we must act decisively to protect our 
planet from both the coronavirus and the existential 
threat of climate disruption.36 Stronger international 
institutional frameworks, strengthened global solidarity 
and mobilization of resources for those confronting 
multiple vulnerabilities like the people in HKH region 
should receive high priority.

Globally, this year was meant to highlight nature and 
biodiversity through many global conferences planned. 
These events are essential to set new goals for the next 
decade and to ensure comprehensive commitment at 
all levels: local, national, regional and global. Reversing 
the dramatic loss of biodiversity and habitats in the 
highly biodiversity-rich HKH mountains requires 
recognition of the services provided to the global 
community with this unique and diverse flora and 
fauna. An enhanced level of global support, investment 
and commitment to protect biodiversity and to preserve 
the varied and vibrant culture of the HKH region is thus 
critically important for us all. Vulnerability resulting 
from the pandemic should not undermine the long-
term goal of protecting and preserving the unique 
assets of the HKH region. We need to work together 
on a comprehensive, coordinated approach including 
stronger support mechanisms for the HKH region. 

There is some genuine expectation that the current 
crisis will also open up the eyes of the international 
community to the severe impacts of the multiple crises 
cumulatively affecting them such as the pandemic, 
polluted air, exacerbation of poverty and climate 
change. Sometimes it takes a crisis to spur the global 
community to take transformative action. A steeper 
carbon emission reduction plan and carbon tax could 
be initiated now to incentivize de-carbonization of 
our economic activities. One positive impact of the 
current situation has been the cleaner air due to a 
substantial reduction in vehicular and industrial 
emissions. Now we have to collectively develop a 
forward-looking plan with incentives on low carbon 
economic activities, better digital connectivity, 
greener transport and better air quality. Such incentive 
mechanisms under the stimulus packages in the HKH 
region should be supported by contributions from 
the international community with a higher level of 
resource commitment in order to build back better. 
This will greatly contribute to mitigating the pervasive 
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impacts of the climate change resulting from the ever-
increasing emissions on the HKH region and beyond. 
This window of opportunity must lead forward in a 
positive manner so that as a global community we take 
responsibility to reduce suffering, especially of those 
most vulnerable like the people in the HKH region.

Global cooperation and solidarity are more urgent 
than ever before given the compounded challenges 
presented by the COVID-19 pandemic and its responses 
which exacerbate pre-existing challenges in the HKH 
mountains such as higher levels of multidimensional 
poverty, precarious livelihood opportunities and limited 
infrastructure. A recent UNU-WIDER paper (Sumner et 
al. 2020) estimates that a 5 per cent contraction in per 
capita incomes could result in a potential increase in 
the number of poor people, of more than 80 million for 
the US $1.9/day poverty line, of more than 130 million 
for the US $3.2/day standard, and of almost 124 million 
for the higher line of US$5.5/day. Under a contraction 
of 10 per cent, everything else remaining equal, the 
increases in poverty headcount for the three poverty 
lines is 180, 280, and 250 million people, respectively; 
at 20 per cent, the increases could be about 420, 580, 
and 520 million people, respectively. It is predicted 
that over half of the additional poor will be in South 
Asia. It is very likely that HKH mountain people will be 
among them in great numbers because of their limited 
assets and access to social protection, and limited 
employment and livelihood opportunities. In this 
context, international assistance and cooperation can 
play a key role in ensuring that HKH mountain people 
and environments are protected and that we build back 
together for a more inclusive, resilient, and prosperous 
HKH. With equity in mind, we should seek to mitigate 
the livelihood and economic disasters, and ensure 
health security and build resilience in the HKH region. 
In view of the global implications of the contributions 
from the HKH region, comprehensive and adequate 
international support dedicated to the region would not 
only strengthen the resilience of the people, but would 
also help preserve and protect the global assets of 
natural resources, culture and products, which provide 
immense benefits to our world.
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A way forward

Supporting the water, food and energy requirements of 
a fourth of the world’s population, the HKH is a global 
asset already under threat from the effects of climate 
change and now reeling under the impacts of the 
COVID-19 crisis. Synergized efforts towards a shared 
vision of a prosperous HKH require actions to be taken 
by many actors: HKH mountain women and men, 
communities, governments, practitioners, researchers, 
supporting organizations like ICIMOD, and the 
international community, all acting in determination 
and coordination. Special focus on the HKH is required 
and solutions implemented must mitigate suffering 
now and also build long-term resilience, much needed 
in the face of climate change and other changes in the 
mountains.

We call on the HKH governments to act in solidarity 
during this time of crisis towards the clear and 
compelling vision for a prosperous HKH. The 
COVID-19 pandemic and its multidimensional impacts 
have further reinforced the need for urgent, collective 
and forward-looking actions across the sectors at the 
national, regional and international levels. Recovery 
and response must address issues of labor migration, 
cross-border trade, disaster management, and 
transboundary protection of ecosystems. Let’s continue 
to pursue the path and pick up the important steps we 
were taking to come together to address sustainability 
and resilience in the HKH mountains. HKH 
governments had agreed to a Mountain Ministerial 
Summit to discuss and take action and the critically 
important role of this Summit is more evident now 
with the need to implement an inclusive and resilient 
recovery in the HKH which also assists mountain 
people and mountain environments to respond to 
future shocks including climate change.

While ICIMOD’s programmatic work already focuses 
on nature-based solutions, building resilient mountain 
communities, improved water management, 
addressing air quality, building IT solutions, and 
building a strong network of mountain communities, 
we recognize the need to shift gears to prioritize 
short- and medium term solutions, and thus we are 
adjusting our programmes. We will work with partners 
to highlight the issues central to mountain people 
and environment across the HKH, with evidence and 
analysis and to co-develop solutions that will lead us to 

a more sustainable, green, and compassionate HKH 
and world. We appreciate the solidarity, discussions 
and close work with our implementing and strategic 
partners during this time.

To achieve our clear and compelling vision, we 
need effective investments. We call on international 
development partners to invest in mountains for 
our planet’s future. Climate change and COVID-19 
demonstrate the interconnectedness of our world, 
which obliges the global community to take action 
in support of HKH mountain people and mountain 
environments. Long-term solutions to our shared 
challenges require that we look outward and upward, 
not only inward. While international development 
partners may need to look inward to address their 
own needs, they must also continue to look outward 
and upward and support long-term solutions. A more 
humane, inclusive, sustainable and equitable global 
order is the need of the hour. It is clear that the global 
community needs to renew its resolve in meeting the 
SDGs and addressing climate change. In that we request 
international development partners to have special 
consideration for the HKH, which is the pulse of the 
planet. When the HKH is healthy, we know the world is 
healthy.
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Annex

ANNEX I COVID-19 IMPACTS, RISKS AND VULNERABILITIES, AND RECOMMENDED ACTIONS 

Dimension Impact Risk and 
vulnerabilities

Actions
Short-term Medium- to long-term

Economic Severe macroeconomic 
instability in HKH 
countries

Migration and 
remittances are 
negatively affected

Tourism sector and 
enterprises are critically 
impacted

Increased risk of chronic 
poverty, unemployment 
and fall in incomes in the 
hills and mountains

Unprecedented 
vulnerabilities of migrant 
workers and decreased 
remittance flows

Dwindling mountain 
MSMEs and informal 
businesses related to 
tourism

Create employment generating 
activities and take necessary 
measures to engage mountain 
people in public works and 
construction of public infrastructure.

Provide economic relief to mountain 
people including grants, loans, 
waivers, and cash transfers . 

Support mountain farmers to 
continue producing and marketing 
niche food products.

Provide targeted subsidies and 
interest free loans to protect MSMEs 
and related jobs. 

Create green job opportunities both on- and 
off-farm, specifically for migrant returnees in the 
mountains. 

Develop and implement comprehensive 
mountain-specific economic and resilience 
development programmes.

Establish a regional fund for mountain-specific 
economic and resilience building programmes.

Provide mechanisms for promotion of high value 
products such as tea, medicinal and aromatic 
plants, wild edibles, fruits, buckwheat, major and 
minor millets, barley, and pulses. 

Rehabilitate and repatriate migrant workers in 
local economic activities and provide them with 
technical and financial support to start economic 
activities.

Revive tourism with an emphasis on community 
benefits, eco-friendly objectives and assist the 
tourism sector to put in place business risk 
assessment and mitigation measures. 

Provide technical and financial support to small, 
medium and large mountain agribusinesses. 

Provide mountain-specific entrepreneurship skill 
development for youth and women, with financial 
support through soft loans.

Strengthen local food system in mountain areas to 
improve local food self sufficiency 

Develop digital infrastructure within sectors like 
tourism and agriculture. 

Promote knowledge-based economies. Formulate 
policies that reduce job market frictions and 
facilitate labour adaptation to the associated job 
opportunities.

Food 
security and 
nutrition

Increased impact in 
terms of interruption 
of farming activities, 
disrupted food supplies, 
limited availability 
of nutritious food, 
increased food demand 
due to returnee 
migrants, and limited 
food trade

Severe impact on food 
accessibility due to 
shortage of some food 
commodities, price rise 
in local markets, layoffs 
and declined incomes, 
declining purchasing 
power, and panic buying 
by the rich

 

Expected disruption of 
food supply to distant 
mountains

Decline in crop production 
and livestock productivity, 
resulting in a decline in 
agricultural income

Further decline in dietary 
diversity, leading to 
micronutrient deficiencies 
and weakened immune 
systems

Increase food procurement and 
storage capacity in the mountains, 
ensuring systems and infrastructure 
that allow for durable food storage 
and far-reaching distribution 
systems.

Provide more subsidies to poor 
people in the mountain areas 
for purchasing food and buying 
agricultural inputs. 

Establish mountain village granaries 
and link such storage to existing 
public food storage and distribution 
mechanisms 

Promote collection centres set up by 
smallholder farmers’ cooperatives 
which can help with a buffer to keep 
supply chains functioning even 
during market closures.

Develop a specific programme on revival of 
mountain native livestock and neglected and 
underutilized crops (NUCs), and other niche 
products.

Include NUCs in national procurement 
programmes with support price mechanism for 
farmers. 

Transition to organic farming. 

Strengthen certification and verification 
schemes to promote sustainable production and 
consumption in the HKH. 

Invest in research and development for 
technology advancement on cultivation, 
post-harvest, value addition and marketing of 
mountain niche products and provide incentives 
to youth for mountain specific agri-tech start-ups.

Invest in ICT use and technology to facilitate 
linkages between mountain farmer producer 
groups and urban markets.
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Dimension Impact Risk and 
vulnerabilities

Actions
Short-term Medium- to long-term

Social Psychological impact in 
terms of being fearful, 
stressed societies, and 
increased mistrust

Impact on social 
behaviour in terms of 
dichotomy in social 
solidarity, use and abuse 
of social media, religious 
and cultural practice

Impact on governance 
and political leadership 
and on centralization 
and state- citizen 
relationships

Increased and heightened 
exclusions and social 
distress across the region 
and in many communities

Ensure mass dissemination of 
correct information in the HKH 
region, to avoid hysteria, panic, 
misinformation, and mistrust.

Engage and support local civil 
society organizations for activities 
aimed at promoting social solidarity.

Create mechanisms to link support 
services with well-functioning 
legitimate social networks.

Develop protocols and 
accountability mechanisms to 
include and provide care for 
marginalized groups

Create reporting systems by 
engaging both formal and 
informal groups to gather 
essential information about at-risk 
populations especially in mountain 
areas. 

Increase public investment in health care 
infrastructure for mountain areas.

Strengthen communication mechanisms and 
platforms, grounded in participatory and inclusive 
approaches. 

Develop an investment fund for social 
infrastructure and services to ensure equity for 
mountain people. 

Scale up social protection systems and focus 
towards climate resilient job creation.

Provide access to quality internet and IT-based 
services for mountain communities. 

Develop more inclusive decision-making 
mechanisms for community voice at all levels of 
government.

Gender Disproportionate 
livelihood, economic 
and income 
opportunities for 
women

Increased workload for 
women

 
Increased gender-based 
violence

Heightening of gender 
inequalities

Job losses result in slower 
economic recovery for 
women

An entire generation 
of poor children grow 
up with limited or no 
access to education 
and skill development 
opportunities

Skewed food, nutrition 
and health services for 
women

Disruption in education 
impacts the girl child more 
severely

Provide immediate support to 
vulnerable groups of women, men, 
children, and the disabled.

Collect sex and age disaggregated 
data across the full range of 
COVID-19 impacts so that analysis 
can inform guidelines, programmes 
and project implementation with 
gender and social sensitivity.

Ensure that response and recovery 
plans are gender-sensitive, taking 
into consideration women’s 
challenges and the challenges of 
mountain women in particular.

Provide financial support to 
mountain women entrepreneurs to 
continue their businesses. 

Open hotline services to strengthen 
the protection of women and 
children from violence.

Allocate more resources for research on the 
gendered implications of disasters and public 
health emergencies in mountain areas. 

Assess the different impacts of the pandemic 
on women and men, and develop strategies 
for addressing them in the context of future 
emergencies. 

Ensure access to paid family and paid sick leaves, 
and flexible working hours for women workers.

Formulate bail-out strategies for poor women 
farmers in mountain areas. 

Environ-
mental

Increased degradation 
of ecosystems, illegal 
collection and trade, and 
spread of disease from 
wildlife to domestic 
animals and humans

Improved air quality 
in the short-term but 
challenges of sustaining 
these gains after 
economic activities 
resume

Increased demand for 
clean water and related 
services

Reduced attention to 
water induced disasters 
(dry spells, floods)

Increased amounts of 
medical waste

Increased ecosystem and 
landscape degradation 
with greater health risks to 
humans and animals

Over extraction of high-
value natural produce in 
a situation of food deficit 
and unemployment

More wildlife-human-
livestock conflicts, and 
increased poaching and 
wildlife trade

More use of low quality 
fuel by industries and poor 
households

Greater challenges to 
access clean water due to 
resource degradation and 
disasters

Higher damage to life and 
property due to floods, 
landslides and other 
disasters at a time when 
risks are already high from 
the pandemic

Increase the number of frontline 
protected area staff. 

Provide subsidized or free access to 
clean fuel for people in mountain 
areas. 

Provide adequate water to people 
in urban and rural water scarcity 
hotspots.

Prioritize equipment maintenance 
and other disaster preparedness 
effortss.

Prioritize medical waste 
management to minimize the 
environmental impacts in mountain 
and other areas.

Restore degraded ecosystems using traditional 
and modern good practices to enhance resilience, 
reduce hazards and mitigate impacts of natural 
disasters. 

Increase investments in research on socio-
ecological interactions for greater resilience to 
more effectively support sustainable and resilient 
recovery.

Control wildlife-borne diseases through 
management practices to reduce contamination 
from wildlife to domestic animals and humans. 

Conserve and restore water sources and recharge 
areas . 

Increase waste water treatment facilities to reduce 
water contamination from sewerage. 

Strictly adhere to the UN Basel Convention for 
medical waste management and reduce single-
use plastic products. 
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Dimension Impact Risk and 
vulnerabilities

Actions
Short-term Medium- to long-term

Climate 
action and 
resilience

Mountain people at 
the forefront of climate 
change impacts face 
aggravated challenges 
of COVID-19

A business as usual 
post- pandemic recovery 
that relies on fossil fuel-
intensive growth will 
accelerate climate change 
in the region

Weakened and eroded 
adaptive capacity of 
mountain communities

Increase in frequency and 
magnitude of climate-
induced disasters

 
High altitude pastures, 
rangelands and forests are 
exposed to new pests and 
diseases

Scale up climate smart social 
protection systems to help 
mountain communities absorb 
future shocks

 
Establish a climate investment fund 
for mountain areas immediately 
to protect people and enhance 
ecosystem services

Invest in nature-based solutions

Strengthen the financial landscape to align 
financial services with an inclusive and climate 
responsive recovery

Invest in resilient infrastructure to encourage low 
carbon growth

Use social assistance, including rural employment 
guarantee, to reduce vulnerability and economic 
distress 

Assess the status of local food systems, crop 
diversity and indigenous knowledge, climate 
change scenarios, and traditional adaptation 
strategies

Adopt a standardized, multi-hazard risk 
assessment approach to mitigate the impacts of 
climate-induced disasters. 

Incentivize restoration of agrobiodiversity in 
farming systems where loss of diversity has 
resulted in high dependence on external inputs 
and increased vulnerability. 
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