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Nepal’s transition to a federal system provides new optimism to achieve inclusive development and economic growth. 
However, the scarcity of locally disaggregated data and lack of capacity to use it stymie evidence-based policy decisions, 
especially in remote rural areas. This note summarizes our recent collaboration with International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) to bring evidence-based policy decisions to local policy makers in remote rural 
municipalities in Karnali Province, western Nepal.

Nepal’s 2015 Constitution transformed the country 
into a federal republic that devolves many roles and 
responsibilities to seven provincial and 753 local 
governments. The successful transition to this new 
federal system is critical to improve public service 
delivery and ultimately to achieve Nepal’s aspirational 
development goals, including a series of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 
 
Data plays a critical role in the successful 
implementation of the federal system in Nepal. 
Governments need data to monitor project 
implementation, evaluate performance, and reflect 
lessons learned in new policies. Public availability and 
contestability of data is critical for ensuring inclusive 
public services and promoting transparency and 
accountability (World Bank, 2019).1 The need for locally 
disaggregated data is amplified as the federal structure 
brings the decision-making power to provinces and local 
governments. 
 
Newly elected local representatives are expected to 
make critical decisions around key public services 
such as education and health, but often in the 

 
1 World Bank. (2019). Nepal Development Update: Envisioning a 
Future Data Ecosystem in Federal Nepal. Kathmandu, Nepal.  
2 This task was carried out as part of Nepal Partnership for 
Knowledge-based Poverty Reduction and Shared Prosperity 
(P163078). 

absence of fundamental data. Many local governments 
also lack the technical expertise to make effective use of 
data when they are available. There is a paucity of 
foundational data on people, businesses, and places, 
including basic infrastructures such as geocoded 
locations of ward offices and schools. Some new rural 
municipalities even lack basic maps. The federal system 
urgently needs a better data system, less-centrally 
focused and designed to cater to the local and provincial 
governments' needs. 
 
The World Bank team in Nepal2 collaborated with the 
IDEA Coherence Program3 to promote evidence-
based policy decisions in six local governments in 
Karnali province: Adanchuli, Chankheli, Chaurjahari, 
Kumakh, Sanibheri, and Tanjakot (Figure 1). The 
Coherence program mobilized young graduates as 
“mentors” or “helping hands” to help the elected local 
government representatives better understand the 
emergent federal system and their roles within the 
systems and processes. This note summarizes the joint 
efforts to bring evidence-based decisions to the rural 
municipalities in Nepal in partnership with the 
Coherence Program team.4 

3 The Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance’s Coherence 
Program characterizes a good deliberative process as having the 
following six key elements: formal, collective, inclusive, capable, 
reasoned, and evidence based.  
4 They did not substitute for the work of the civil servants, nor 
were they meant to substitute for the lack of technical expertise 
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https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/485591576101383264/nepal-development-update-envisioning-a-future-data-ecosystem-in-federal-nepal
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/485591576101383264/nepal-development-update-envisioning-a-future-data-ecosystem-in-federal-nepal
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/Coherence%20programme%20project%20brief%20%283-pager%29.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/Coherence%20programme%20project%20brief%20%283-pager%29.pdf
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Figure 1: IDEA’s Coherence Program locations in Karnali 
Province5 

Source: IDEA’s Coherence Program. Map created by the World Bank Staff. 

High incidence of poverty and remoteness due to 
rugged geographical terrain characterize challenges 
in the local governments selected for IDEA’s 
Coherence Program. For most Karnali municipalities, 
the poverty headcount rate is higher than the national 
average. The average travel time to the nearest bank is 
more than 2 hours. A recent study by Banick and 
Kawasoe (2019)6 revealed that approximately 20 percent 
of Nepalese need to travel at least 2 hours to the nearest 
hospital, while more than 80 percent do in Karnali 
Province (Figure 2).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Inequality of access in Nepal – Average travel time to nearest hospital by province and in Coherence Program locations 

 
 
Source: World Bank Staff calculation based on Banick and Kawasoe (2019). 

 
in the local governments. They provided only limited technical 
assistance, e.g. for data collection and analysis. The aim is to 
establish a practice of deliberative democratic local governance. 
5 For all the maps used in this report, shapefiles are obtained from 
Ministry of Land Management, Cooperatives and Poverty 
Alleviation. The boundaries, colors, denominations and any other 

information shown on this map do not imply, on the part of The 
World Bank Group, any judgment on the legal status of any 
territory, or any endorsement or acceptance of such boundaries. 
6 Banick, R., & Kawasoe, Y. (2019). Measuring Inequality of Access: 
Modeling Physical Remoteness in Nepal. World Bank Policy 
Research Working Paper, (August). 

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/605991565195559324/measuring-inequality-of-access-modeling-physical-remoteness-in-nepal
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/605991565195559324/measuring-inequality-of-access-modeling-physical-remoteness-in-nepal
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Even within Karnali, service accessibility varies across 
local governments. Among the six Coherence Program 
local governments, more than 65 percent of the 
population in Adanchuli and Tanjakot need to travel at 
least 8 hours to the nearest hospital, and virtually 
everyone in Chankheli must travel at least 8 hours. In 
Chaurjahari, Kumakh and Sanibheri, access to the 
hospital is notably better, with 28 percent to 60 percent 
of the population living within 4 hours from the nearest 
hospital, still significantly worse than the national 
average. 
 
To assist the Coherence Program in promoting the 
use of data to foster a practice of deliberative 
democratic local governance, the World Bank team 
developed accessibility maps for all Coherence 
Program locations. The initial map (Figure 3) utilized 
GIS-based travel time estimates, as in Banick and 
Kawasoe (2019).7  

Figure 3: Chaurjahari accessibility map 

Source: Map created by the World Bank Staff based on Banick and 
Kawasoe (2019). 

The map used WorldPop’s grid-based population 
density estimates from 2015 to calculate cumulative and 
average hours of travel during dry and monsoon seasons 
to access various services: health centers, financial 
institutions (Class A-D), educational institutions, and 
district headquarters. These were estimated using a 
model that converts various factors (average speeds for 
movement off-road and over various types of roads, 
slope, land cover, road quality and seasonal effects) into 

 
7 See footnote 6. 

travel time modifiers and merges them into minimum 
travel times for a given area. 
 
The Coherence mentors raised concerns that the local 
policymakers may find it hard to comprehend the 
maps. This is because they have limited exposure to 
statistics, data visualization and data-driven decision-
making in general. For example, one mentor recalls 
discussing with local representatives uneven student to 
teacher ratios across schools based on the data collected 
in Chankheli (Figure 4). This information helped the 
representatives make data-driven decisions on the 
municipality’s budget allocation in education for the 
following years. While this underscores the Coherence 
Program's positive impacts, it also sheds light on the 
sobering ground reality in some of the remote rural 
municipalities in Nepal. Newly elected local 
representatives must take critical decisions on critical 
public services such as education and health in the 
absence of very basic data. 

Figure 4: Student to teacher ratio in Chankheli (Wards 1 - 6)  

Source: Data visualized by World Bank Staff using data from the 
Coherence team, International IDEA. 

Note: The Vice Chair of Chankheli municipality granted verbal approval to 
the IDEA team to use this data. 

Taking this feedback, the World Bank team pivoted 
toward creating more basic reference maps for key 
infrastructure (Figure 5). The team trained the 
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Coherence mentors to collect Global Positioning System 
(GPS) points and related information8 using SW Maps, a 
free Android app. As the mentors travel back to the 
project locations, they collect data and send them back 
to the World Bank team. These data were cleaned and 
uploaded into OpenStreetMap (OSM). After further 
cleaning and harmonizing data in the OSM platform, the 
team prepared simple maps of the local governments 
and their service facilities, road network, and ward 
boundaries (Figure 5). These maps went through a series 
of reviews and revisions with the IDEA team, and the final 
maps were translated into Nepali. 

Figure 5: Basic reference map developed using QGIS for Chaurjahari 

Source: Map created by the World Bank Staff using data from the 
Coherence team, International IDEA. 

Figure 6: Basic infrastructure map developed using QGIS 
for Chaurjahari (Ward 2) 

Source: Map created by the World Bank Staff using data from the 
Coherence team, International IDEA. 

 
8 Such as locations of government services facilities including 
ward offices, schools, clinics, police posts. 

Although basic, these reference maps proved 
popular among local government officials. This 
generated interest in more detailed maps. Subsequently, 
upon local request, the World Bank team created and 
distributed additional accessibility maps similar to the 
ones initially presented, ward-level maps showing 
infrastructure (Figure 6), population density (Figure 7), as 
well as other discrete infrastructure maps.  

Figure 7: Basic population map developed using QGIS for 
Chaurjahari (Ward 2) 

Source: Map created by the World Bank Staff using data from the 
Coherence team, International IDEA. 

In addition to publishing and distributing the maps 
in the local government offices, all the data and maps 
have been published on various open platforms to 
increase their accessibility and utility. For instance, the 
GPS and other data points collected by the Coherence 
mentors are available in OSM. Likewise, all maps have 
been published in an open-source platform to enable 
easy access by citizens and development partners 
outside the local government offices.9 
 

Conclusions and lessons 

Understanding data gaps and demands, as well as the 
capacity and willingness of decision-makers to work 
with data, are essential first steps to foster evidence-
based policies. Data is the “lifeblood” of decision 

9 Click here to view all maps. 

https://github.com/datafornepal/International-IDEA
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making (United Nations, 2014),10 but data by itself has 
no value unless used to generate knowledge that 
inspires changes (Copeland, 2015).11 Nepal’s historic 
transition to a federal state created a surge in demand 
for data and locally disaggregated data for planning. But 
merely collecting data and sharing data analysis are 
insufficient to bridge the gap between data and policy.  
 
The collaboration with the International IDEA’s 
Coherence Program demonstrated a pathway for 
bringing evidence-based policies to remote rural 
municipalities. This shed light on the bigger and more 
important question as to how Nepal can build a data 
ecosystem that embodies the spirit of the federal system 
and satisfies various and increasing demand for all three 
tiers of government. 
 
Given the diverse social, political, and economic 
contexts throughout Nepal, customized approaches 
for local communities are essential. An organic, 
adaptive, and collaborative approach that prioritizes the 
needs of stakeholders is critical. Not only does this help 
create solutions for end users, but it can also help build 
credibility and trust, which contribute to long-term 
program success. For instance, in Karnali's six rural 
municipalities where we thought accessibility maps 
would be helpful, even basic infrastructure maps were 
non-existent. Working with the Coherence mentors and 
local leaders eventually cultivated demand for more 
advanced accessibility maps.  
 
It is not enough to create and hand over final 
products to the local representatives. It is critical to 

explain to end-users in detail the purpose of the 
products—maps in this case— and how they could 
support decision-making. It is equally important to 
facilitate actual practices over time to create space for 
learning. These experiences highlight the need for 
smaller milestones, allowing time for learning and 
capacity building to progress and eventually achieve 
more significant objectives.  
 
In remote and rural municipalities, where official 
statistics may be non-existent, incomplete, or 
outdated, new technologies and open data platforms 
can provide viable data solutions. For example, low-
cost technology using mobile applications such as Kobo 
toolbox or SW Maps can facilitate basic data collection 
and validation. In our case, geocoded location data of 
key infrastructure collected by the Coherence mentors, 
as well as existing geodata from OpenStreetMap (OSM), 
were extremely valuable in building the reference maps. 
When shared through an open data platform like OSM 
or GitHub, the value of data can increase exponentially 
as virtually anyone with Internet can access and use it.  
 
Synergistic partnerships can increase speed, reduce 
cost, and improve overall project delivery and 
impact. The International IDEA’s strong local presence in 
the pilot municipalities was critical to overcoming the 
initial trust barrier with local stakeholders and hit the 
ground running. The World Bank team’s technical 
expertise in geospatial data and open data platforms 
complemented the Coherence Program's on-the-ground 
experience to refine and improve the solution. 

 

 
10 United Nations. (2014). A World That Counts Mobilizing the 
Data Revolution for Sustainable Development. New York. 

11 Copeland, E. (2015). Big Data in the Big Apple - The Lessons 
London Can Learn from New York’s Data-Driven Approach to 
Smart Cities. London. 

This note series is intended to summarize good practices and key policy findings on Poverty-related topics. The views expressed in the 
notes are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the World Bank, its board or its member countries.  Available for 
download at the World Bank Publications, Documents & Reports site.  
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