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Abstract

This article compares and contrasts two humanitarian emergencies and their 
impact on Nepal: these are the Nepal earthquake in 2015 and the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020. It explains how each emergency has impacted children 
without parental care or at risk of family separation, with specific reference 
to orphanage trafficking, voluntourism, child institutionalisation and family 
preservation. In relation to each emergency, the article considers the role of 
disaster preparedness; the roles of the Nepal government, the international 
community and civil society; and the significance of one emergency being 
localised, while the other is a global phenomenon. It also shows that while these 
emergencies have increased the risk of harm and exploitation for children and 
families, they have also driven forward innovation in child protection practices, 
particularly through the use of reintegration, case management and family 
preservation programmes.
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Introduction

This article compares and contrasts two humanitarian emergency situations and 
their impact on Nepal: these are the Nepal earthquake in 2015 and the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020. It considers how each emergency has impacted children 
without parental care or at risk of family separation, with particular reference to 
orphanage trafficking, voluntourism and child institutionalisation. It also considers 
how well actors working towards family-based care solutions for children were 
prepared for each emergency and how well they have been able to adapt and 
respond. It argues that while humanitarian emergencies in Nepal have increased 
the risk of harm and exploitation for children and families, these emergencies 
have also helped to drive forward innovation in child protection and anti-
trafficking work.

The article draws on 15 years’ operational experience of the US international 
NGO, Next Generation Nepal (NGN), which began tackling orphanage trafficking 
in Nepal in 2005. It draws on NGN’s internal programme and case records, as 
well as external sources. The co-authors of this article have both been active 
players in NGN’s work. The principle author was the Country Director of NGN 
between 2012 and 2016, during which time he pioneered the movement in Nepal 
to raise awareness of the links between child institutionalisation, trafficking and 
voluntourism. He also oversaw NGN’s 2015 earthquake response and continues 
to remain involved as NGN’s strategic adviser. The co-author began supporting 
NGN as a reintegration officer in 2009. In 2015, he oversaw the implementation 
of NGN’s earthquake response project; in 2016, he was appointed as NGN’s 
country director; and in 2020, he led NGN’s COVID-19 response.

The article begins by outlining the context of orphanage trafficking in Nepal. 
Second, it explains the impact of the Nepal earthquake and COVID-19 pandemic 
on Nepal and considers how NGN and other child protection agencies responded. 
Finally, it concludes with a comparative analysis of the two emergencies and 
considers what can be learnt to improve child protection in emergency response 
in Nepal in the future.

Context

The roots of orphanage trafficking in Nepal go back to the 10-year civil conflict 
between 1996 and 2006 (Punaks & Feit, 2014a). During this time, many children 
from Humla district were displaced from their families by traffickers who placed 
them in exploitative institutional care in Kathmandu. When the conflict ended in 
2006, orphanage trafficking evolved further and spread across Nepal. Traffickers 
took advantage of the aspirations of poor and uneducated families who wanted 
their children to experience better material living conditions and receive an 
education, but in many institutions, the children were exploited as poverty 
commodities. Initially, this was mainly oriented around the corrupt inter-country 
adoption system.1 However, following the 2010 embargo on inter-country 
adoptions, the business model pivoted to target well-intentioned foreign volunteers 
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and donors who were persuaded to financially support children’s homes and 
‘orphanages’, believing the children to be orphans or destitute. In fact, up to 85% 
of the children had living parents. Children would often be forced to lie about 
their origins and identity; denied access to their families and communities; 
emotionally, physically and sexually abused; and sometimes denied access to 
proper care as a deliberate strategy to incentivise donations. NGN formally 
documented this process in 2014 (Punaks & Feit, 2014a, 2014b), and it started a 
campaign to raise awareness of it (Punaks, 2016a). In 2017, the phenomenon was 
recognised by the US government as a form of trafficking in Nepal in the 
Trafficking in Persons Report (Department of State, 2017) and is now the subject 
of campaigns by many organisations globally.2

NGN’s work to address these issues began towards the end of the Nepal 
conflict in 2005. It introduced a family tracing and case management approach to 
remove children from abusive institutions and reintegrate them with their families 
(Grennan, 2011; Lovera & Punaks, 2015). NGN continues to undertake this work 
in close collaboration with the Government of Nepal, and it has trained other 
organisations to replicate its approach. While NGN’s approach was developed in 
response to child displacement during a humanitarian emergency (the civil 
conflict), NGN is not a humanitarian organisation and normally only operates as 
a development NGO. However, during both the Nepal earthquake in 2015 and the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, it adapted its approach to these emergency contexts.

NGN’s approach aligns with child protection best practice. The UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UN Commission on Human Rights, 1990) and 
Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children (UN General Assembly, 2010) call 
for children to grow up in family-based care, wherever possible, to support their 
physical, emotional and development needs. The recent UN Resolution on the 
Promotion and Protection of Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 2020) 
also supports these principles and stresses the importance of strengthening families 
to achieve these. Furthermore, the Resolution recognises practices akin to 
orphanage trafficking and the harm caused by orphanage volunteering and tourism. 
Child protection best practice similarly supports family preservation in emergency 
contexts (Interagency Working Group on Unaccompanied and Separated Children, 
2013; International Committee of the Red Cross, 2004). These international 
instruments and principles are underlined by 80 years of research, which evidence 
the harm of institutional care and advocate for family-based care (Berens & Nelson, 
2015; Lyneham & Facchini, 2019; Van IJzendoorn et al., 2020).

Nepal Earthquake 2015

On 25 April and 12 May 2015, Nepal was hit by earthquakes measuring 7.8 and 
7.3 on the Richter scale, respectively. These were followed by hundreds of 
aftershocks as well as landslides, food insecurity, loss of shelter, disease, gender-
based violence, failure of crops and livelihoods, and other threats to vulnerable 
communities. A total of 9,000 people were killed and 22,000 were injured. These 
conditions created a secondary humanitarian child protection emergency.
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Following the earthquakes, an outpouring of international sympathy for Nepal 
resulted in many foreign donors scoping for suitable projects to support the 
country’s recovery. Children’s projects—‘orphanages’ in particular—were able to 
make a compelling case for support (Hodge, 2015; Limaye, 2015). During multi-
stakeholder child protection meetings held in May 2015, led by the government’s 
Central Child Welfare Board, civil society organisations advocating for 
institutional care made a strong case that it was necessary—and claimed they had 
the resources—to move children from affected communities to Kathmandu to 
temporarily institutionalise them for their own ‘protection’. Some institutions 
began to directly fundraise to support ‘earthquake orphans’ on social media. NGN 
also began to receive reports of traffickers posing as aid-workers, targeting 
affected communities to recruit children to be placed in institutions in Kathmandu. 
This was despite the fact that there were only 176 children recorded as being fully 
orphaned (having lost both parents) by the earthquakes (Central Child Welfare 
Board, 2015), and very few, if any, cases of orphans being unaccompanied. 
Similar to the Nepal conflict of 1996–2006, a surge in orphanage trafficking 
looked increasingly likely.

In response to this, NGN (Feit, 2016) and UNICEF (2015) released public 
statements in May and June, warning of the risks of an increase in child 
institutionalisation and trafficking, and asking international donors and volunteers 
not to support institutions and instead support efforts to keep families together. 
The Government of Nepal passed a directive only allowing children to cross 
district borders with their parents or with written government approval. prohibiting 
children from being admitted to or moved between childcare homes and 
prohibiting new childcare homes being established (UNICEF, 2015). This was a 
significant step in establishing a rigorous gatekeeping system for the new high-
risk environment.

NGN further built on these developments by establishing a Community Anti-
Trafficking (CAT) Project with an objective to promote family preservation and 
prevent an increase in child institutionalisation. Its main activities were: 

	● Child-friendly spaces: Large tents were erected for at-risk communities 
providing safe child day care as a form of respite for parents and families 
struggling to rebuild their livelihoods. They also provided psychosocial 
support, play activities, education and healthy food. These activities 
allowed NGN to monitor and prevent family separation and also build 
trust with communities to open the door for sensitisation activities.

	● Police check-posts: Anti-trafficking check-posts at busy road junctions 
were managed by police with support from NGN to enforce the 
government’s gatekeeping directives. Check-post monitors stopped and 
searched vehicles for children being transported without their parents or 
the necessary government paperwork. In addition to directly intercepting 
children being trafficked, this activity had a powerful deterrent effect.

	● Community sensitisation: Anti-trafficking and family preservation 
advocacy messages were disseminated to at-risk communities using 
pictorial leaflets and posters3, ‘corner meetings’, radio broadcasts and a 
travelling street drama (Next Generation Nepal, 2016).
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	● Local monitoring: Building on the trust developed with communities, 
NGN monitored the situation on the ground to assess and adapt its 
activities to the evolving nature of orphanage trafficking.

	● International advocacy: NGN engaged with the international media and 
civil society to influence well-wishers to dissuade them from financially 
supporting or volunteering in ‘orphanages’ (Moran & Jesko, 2015; Smith, 
2016).

After a year of running the CAT Project, NGN had directly supported 1,400 
at-risk children through child-friendly spaces, intercepted 77 at-risk children at 
police check-posts and reunified them with their families, and reached over 
46,000 families through sensitisation activities (Punaks, 2016b). An external 
evaluation showed that the project had been successful in meeting its objectives 
(Bennett, 2016). Indeed, while there was unfortunately no baseline data to 
compare against the pre- and post-earthquake periods, there was fortunately no 
evidence to suggest that the much anticipated surge in orphanage trafficking 
occurred. This was arguably due to the efforts of child protection and anti-
trafficking organisations—including NGN—in curbing this.

COVID-19 Pandemic 2020

COVID-19 was first reported in China in November 2019, although it was not 
until early 2020 that its significant threat to global health became apparent. It was 
only in early March 2020 that Nepal began to put in place restrictions against 
international travel, followed by a national lockdown on 24 March.

To understand how child protection actors responded to the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is important to briefly reflect on the changed political context in 
Nepal since 2015. The Constitution of Nepal, 2015, created a federal system of 
government with three tiers of administration at the local, provincial and central 
levels. As had been the intention behind this model, democracy and power has 
shifted away from the centre and moved towards local governments, including 
the oversight of child protection (Bhattarai, 2019). Furthermore, a new 
Children’s Act, 2018, was passed, which encourages the reintegration of children 
from institutions and establishes a National Child Rights Council (NCRC) with 
a mandate to implement the provisions in the Act (Government of Nepal, 2018, 
section 54). While local child welfare authorities are yet to be formally 
appointed—as per provisions in the Children’s Act—Child Protection 
Committees led by members of local governments have been mandated to deal 
with child protection issues. NGN’s experience has shown that local mayors and 
chairpersons have become increasingly active in the local child protection 
space, both through their welcoming of civil society actors to operate in these 
areas and through their enthusiasm to cooperate with and support them. Prior to 
the changes brought about by federalism and the Children’s Act, this had not 
been the case (due to local government structures having limited powers and 
capacity).
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On 14 March 2020—10 days before the national lockdown—NCRC issued a 
public statement instructing childcare homes to reintegrate children with their 
families (Bhushal, 2020). In response to this, NCRC reported that 141 children 
from 38 childcare homes were reunified with their families (National Child Rights 
Council, 2020). In the months following this, NCRC reported that a further 1,362 
children ‘have gone home due to Covid’ (National Child Rights Council, 2020). 
When we consider that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, there were 15,565 
children living in childcare homes in Nepal (Shrestha, 2020), this would suggest 
that in the early stages of the pandemic, nearly 10% of institutionalised children 
in Nepal returned to their communities. However, it is important to note that this 
rapid deinstitutionalisation process occurred mostly without proper assessments, 
preparation or case management of the children, as would be considered good 
child protection practice to ensure safe and sustainable reintegration. Concerns 
were raised about this to the NCRC at a Child Protection Working Group4 meeting 
in August 2020. The same working group also published a paper making 
recommendation to resolve the issue, which was formally submitted to the NCRC 
(Child Protection Working Group, 2020). To date, there is limited information 
available as to the status of these children.

A further concern for child protection actors in Nepal related to the socio-
economic impact of the 5-month national lockdown on children and families. 
Early findings suggest that this has had a significant and detrimental effect on 
families’ livelihoods; farming practices; debt levels; food security and dietary 
intake; access to water for drinking, washing and cooking; access to essential 
goods like medicines and soap; access to social protection payments; access to 
children’s education; domestic violence levels; and mental health, including 
suicide rates (Mahato et al., 2020; Poudel & Subedi, 2020; UNICEF, 2020). 
Global evidence shows that these sorts of declining socio-economic conditions 
can too easily become driving factors towards an increase in institutionalisation 
(Better Care Network, 2020) and child trafficking (Anti-Slavery International, 
2020).

In this context, NGN’s emergency response to the COVID-19 pandemic, to 
prevent a rise in orphanage trafficking, was to amplify and adapt its approach to 
case management of reunified children, to ensure their placements with families 
remained safe and sustainable. This was, however, not without significant 
challenges due to lockdown restrictions on movement. NGN’s solution to this was 
to pivot from its traditional approach of face-to-face case management and the 
provision of financial and material family support, to running these activities 
remotely. In the past, prospects for remote case management had been restricted 
by weak mobile phone network and Internet coverage.5 However, in recent years, 
mobile phone network coverage and Internet access in villages has improved 
considerably, and NGN was able to use this to its advantage in communicating 
with children, parents and carers, community leaders and local government child 
protection representatives.

The second factor in the success of remote case management can be attributed 
to the devolved federal system of government and the increased role of local 
government child protection actors. As a result of strong relations built between 
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NGN and these local officials, as well as their commitment to the child protection 
agenda, NGN was able to successfully rely on these government officials to 
support its work. The government officials supported NGN’s case management 
activities through the provision of face-to-face monitoring of families and 
prioritised them in the distribution of government-provided food items and 
hygiene kits, as well as NGN’s directly funded family support packages. Prior to 
the changes brought about by federalism and the Children’s Act it is unlikely this 
could have taken place as local child protection capacity was very limited. 
Furthermore, the restricted operational space for civil society brought about by 
lockdown appears to have created the impetus for local government officials to 
step into the vacuum and effectively deliver their child protection mandate, thus 
suggesting a strengthening of the overall child protection system in Nepal.

Comparison and Analysis of  Two Emergencies

The following section reflects on the similarities and differences between the two 
emergencies in Nepal. It considers what could be learnt to improve child protection 
emergency response in Nepal in the future.

Disaster Preparedness

While the onset of the COVID-19 emergency in Nepal was a gradual process that 
evolved over several months, Nepal was paradoxically much worse prepared for 
it than it had been for the earthquake, which struck with no immediate warning. 
This can be attributed to significant policy and resources being focused on 
earthquake preparedness by aid agencies in the decades leading up to it.6 For 
example, NGN had an earthquake policy and procedures in place prior to the 
earthquake occurring, which all staff had been trained in, and which went into 
immediate operation when the earthquake struck. Yet NGN had no similar policy 
for an infectious disease outbreak. Furthermore, the rise of orphanage trafficking 
during the 1996–2006 conflict enabled child protection actors to anticipate similar 
patterns occurring, following the earthquake, and use this to their advantage. But 
there was no similar precedent in Nepal for a prolonged lockdown and social 
distancing restrictions. Nepal could therefore benefit from broadening the scope 
of its emergency response repertoire by perhaps learning from African countries 
with more experience of effective child protection responses to epidemics such as 
Ebola (Obern, 2020).

Child Protection Innovation

The experience of three emergencies in Nepal—the conflict, earthquake and 
COVID-19 pandemic—have all demonstrated the ability of child protection 
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actors to innovate in response to new and challenging circumstances. The conflict 
in Nepal not only created the phenomenon of orphanage trafficking and increased 
levels of child institutionalisation but also inspired the first advocates for family 
reintegration and their initial pilots into case management (Grennan, 2011). Ten 
years later, the earthquake led to significant international media coverage and 
professional recognition of orphanage trafficking (Bennett, 2015; Better Care 
Network, 2015; Hodge, 2015; Smith, 2016), which contributed to its legal 
recognition in the Trafficking in Persons Report in 2017 (Department of State, 
2017). Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic pushed forward innovation in remote 
case management and family support. This is particularly helpful in a county like 
Nepal with very challenging terrain, which traditionally has made face-to-face 
case-management approaches logistically complex and resource-intensive due to 
the complexity of travel arrangements (Lovera & Punaks, 2015).

Role of Development Actors

Following the earthquake in 2015, Nepal was flooded with international donors 
and humanitarian response organisations, which led to some criticism of an 
uncoordinated and inefficient use of resources, a lack of transparency in how 
resources were used and the disempowerment of local actors, thus undermining 
the very principles of development (Troutman, 2015; Zakaria, 2015). However, 
despite the severe impact of the COVID-19 emergency on Nepal’s population, it 
has been merely a part of a much bigger global emergency, and, as such, has not 
received anywhere close to the same level of financial and technical support from 
the international community as the earthquake did. Yet paradoxically, this situation 
has actually created the space and opportunity for government actors at the local 
level to embrace the increased responsibility offered to them in the absence of 
international interference.

Government Policy

The Government of Nepal showed different styles of leadership in promoting 
family-based care in each emergency. During the earthquake, it did this through 
its clear directives on gatekeeping procedures. During the COVID-19 emergency, 
its strengths have mainly been demonstrated at the local level through its high 
levels of engagement by officials, while, at the national level, actors in NCRC 
have focused on sharing information and data (it publishes a monthly newsletter 
on child protection issues). This reflects the decentralisation of power as envisaged 
by the move to federalism.

Orphanage Trafficking in the Emergency and Recovery Periods

The evidence shows that both the conflict and earthquake emergencies sparked an 
increase in efforts by orphanage traffickers to place children in institutions. During 
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the COVID-19 emergency, however, the opposite occurred, and numbers of 
children in institutions decreased as a result of a pre-COVID government directive 
calling for reintegration, as well as childcare homes’ responses to lockdown. Due 
to the lack of preparation and case management, which has accompanied this 
rapid deinstitutionalisation process, the longer-term impact this will have on 
reintegrated children and their families is yet to be seen. Furthermore, as lockdown 
eases in Nepal, it is possible that we may yet still see entrepreneurial orphanage 
traffickers exploiting families’ post-lockdown vulnerability, in the same way they 
did during and after the conflict and earthquake. However, conversely, due to the 
global nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, with its negative impacts on the global 
economy and international travel, it may be that there are fewer international 
funds and volunteers willing to support ‘orphanages’ and therefore create the 
incentive for trafficking. In this sense, COVID-19 is a unique child protection 
emergency without precedent, and its impact on children and families needs to be 
monitored very carefully.
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Notes

1.	 Falsified documents presented the children as orphans, when, in fact, they had living 
parents.

2.	 See https://rethinkorphanages.org/ for more information.
3.	 For examples of leaflets and posters, see http://www.nextgenerationnepal.org/

File/2015_09_03_Community-awareness_Leaflets.pdf
4.	 A civil society working group that operates under the auspices of the Association of 

International NGOs.
5.	 When NGN began its work in 2005, most remote communication was only possible via 

letters delivered by hand.
6.	 Nepal’s seismological instability and history of earthquakes were well understood and 

had thus influenced aid priorities.
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