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Early May 2021:

A 38-year-old SARS-COV-2 positive man with mild symp-
toms was isolating at home. After several days, he became
short of breath with pulse oximetry dropping to 88% on room
air. With friends and families frantically calling all nearby hos-
pitals for hours, a hospital bed was finally found. Upon admis-
sion, he received supplemental oxygen along with the available
medicines. Two days after his admission the hospital ran out
of medical oxygen. It was up to the family to find medical oxy-
gen. Even after a full day’s search for oxygen by all friends and
family, not a single cylinder was found. A day later, gasping,
he took his last breath. This is a common occurrence in Nepal
during the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Only two months prior, Nepal had reported zero deaths —
on 10th March 2021, there were 337 new cases diagnosed.!
Nepalese believed they were now moving towards the end
of the pandemic. But, the scientific omens were suggesting
otherwise. Across the border in India, a sharp rise in new
cases was reported and deaths were soaring.2 Politicians on
either side of the border were breaking the very regulations
they had implemented to curb the spread of the virus, as
they organised rallies and attended public events. By 14th
May 2021, there were 8520 new cases and 203 new deaths.!

Nepal has a notorious history of incompetency during
times of crises. During the Earthquake in 2015, that cost the
lives of more than 8000 people, the government of Nepal
was widely criticized for being unable to even manage the
aid that came in. The government had frenzied, unable to
tend to the people in a particular location. And the
COVID-19 pandemic, a calamitous infectious wrath that en-
grossed the whole nation only showed, again, how ill
equipped the country was.

Nepal, a low-income country with highly constrained
health resources, faces a scarcity of medical supplies in-
cluding hospital beds, ventilators, oxygen, essential med-
icines, personal protective equipment, test kits, and vac-
cines against COVID-19. There is also a scarcity of trained
medical professionals. As of 18th May 2021, 1.86% of the
eligible population have been fully vaccinated against
COVID-19.3 The health system has been unable to cope
with the increasing number of patients and is at imminent
risk of collapse.

FACTORS LEADING TO THE CURRENT
SITUATION IN NEPAL

The government of Nepal fell behind in preparing for the
second wave of the pandemic. During the first wave,
COVID-19 pandemic was completely new to the entire
world. Developing countries like Nepal did not take neces-
sary precautionary measures to prevent the rapid and ram-
pant spread of COVID-19. As a result, Nepal faced expo-
nential COVID-19 cases, acute shortages of health delivery
services, and health care workers. Lessons learned from the
first wave have gone unheeded. Instead, the government
and the ruling party allowed and led mass gatherings in-
cluding rallies and inauguration ceremonies, when mass
gatherings were not advised at all. Political figures continue
to indulge in inter-and intra-party power struggles. Con-
taining the pandemic was not sufficiently prioritised. Gath-
erings, in the form of festivals and marriages, have made
the situation worse as the virus rampages through commu-
nities. Notable political events and festivals dates have been
plotted along the line graph in Figure 1, showing daily and
cumulative number of cases in Kathmandu valley where the
national capital is located.

THE TUMULTUOUS POLITICAL SCENARIO

Nepal has a history of political instability. But, over the last
three years Nepal has enjoyed a more stable government.
This was until recently when a series of political fall-outs in
the governing party returned the country to instability. The
incumbent prime minister dissolved the parliament in De-
cember 2020. Thereafter, began a series of events demon-
strating the splintering and in-fighting of the ruling Nepal
Communist Party.

Mass partisan gatherings were convened in a show of
power by different factions: people flocked to the events in
droves travelling long distances. Social distancing, face cov-
erings, masks, hand hygiene, and the fear of contracting the
disease were largely disregarded as the country’s political
turmoil deepened. Attendees were provided with free meals
and transportation. Revolution was brewing in the air. But
there was a bigger threat — the novel coronavirus and its
emerging variants, invisible to the eye ready to make its re-
turn. And when it did, nothing else mattered. Breathing be-
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Figure 1. Daily and cumulative number of RT-PCR positive COVID-19 cases marked with key political social

events

came a struggle. Hospitals became a distant hope.

While the members of parliament and their families re-
ceived their second doses of vaccine, the elderly (>65-year-
olds) became less and less likely to receive theirs as vaccine
shortages ensued.

Despite the obvious calamity, the prime minister without
scientific evidence, reassured the international community
that the pandemic situation in Nepal was “under-control”.
On 2214 May 2021, the president dissolved the parliament
and called for elections. The gathering of people for elec-
tions will further escalate the crisis.>

INAUGURATIONS

The inauguration of buildings and other infrastructure in
Nepal have been an important way for the government to
showcase investment and social progress. While the gov-
ernment had imposed measures to prevent large gatherings
and appealed to the general public to maintain social dis-
tancing and stay indoors, the prime minister himself and
other cabinet ministers have traversed the country to in-
augurate buildings and lay the foundation stones of future
projects.® These huge programmes have been attended by
crowds numbering in the hundreds, and with minimal pre-
cautions.

The prime minister inaugurated the Dharahara (a na-
tional monument) on 24th April 2021.7 Despite the growing
number of COVID-19 cases and warnings, the prime minis-
ter proceeded with the inauguration. The police could only
observe. The regulations against mass gathering were dis-
regarded each time.

FESTIVALS (JATRAS)

The situation leading to this health crisis has also been fu-
eled by large congregations that came together either in the
name of religion or in other cultural events.

In the spring, the Kathmandu valley (comprising Kath-
mandu, Bhaktapur, and Lalitpur districts) celebrates festi-
vals termed ‘Jatras’. Ethnic groups have been very vocal
about their rights to practise their festivals. In 2020, a fight
broke off between the local ethnic groups and police as the
authorities sought to prevent them gathering en-masse.8
But this year many Jatras were allowed. These mass gath-
erings appear to have acted as super-spreader events: as
suggested by the sudden spikes in the number of cases and
mortality immediately following these festivals. Figure 1
depicts the effect of festivals in raising the number of
COVID-19 cases in Kathmandu valley.?

The Nepalese ex-monarch and his family contracted
COVID-19 around the time they attended the Maha Kumbh
Mela in India. Over 100,000 Nepalese are estimated to have
attended the Kumbh Mela and are believed to have im-
ported the disease to Nepal.l0 Despite the knowledge that
Nepal would suffer a similar fate to India, the festivals car-
ried on. The consequences were inevitable.

Apart from religious festivals, the spring in Nepal also
heralds the season of marriages. Marriages in the Hindu
culture are elaborate events attended by extended lists of
guests. These celebrations are also believed to have turned
into spreader events in both India and Nepal.!l Only re-
cently have tighter measures been implemented to reduce
the number of attendees in marriages.
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CONCLUSION

Understanding the Nepal’s socio-economic status and
health implications of COVID-19 pandemic, political par-
ties must put aside their political activism and unite to
combat the pandemic. Furthermore, political parties can
also mobilize their youth wings to create awareness regard-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Local public representatives
can play a pivotal role in sanctioning and effective utiliza-
tion of limited health resources. In addition, government
should urgently seek for international aids on essential re-
sources like vaccines, oxygen supplies, medicines, etc. Sim-
ilarly, proper coordination is necessary among local gov-
ernments, central government, and private stakeholders in
establishing a unified agenda on prohibition of mass gath-
erings in terms of rallies, festivals; coordinated utilisation
of limited health resources and manpower is of utmost im-
portance to keep the pandemic under control in Nepal.
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