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Abstract 

The 2015 earthquake caused widespread damage in Nepal causing monetary loss of billions of dollars. Majority the households 
in Nepal are engaged in informal sector and relies heavily on local market and tourism. In Nepal, livelihood and households are 
not only linked through livelihood, built space, goods and services, but also through culture and traditions. As a result, 
understanding their linkage is important for effective recovery to further facilitate strengthening of community resilience. This 
article focuses on household and livelihood recovery within the first two years of the earthquake in traditional settlements 
Bungamati. Participatory mapping followed by narrative analysis of the interviews is used for understanding the linkages. 
Narrative analysis of the field interviews conducted with the shop owners generated six types household assets. Further, these 
assets were linked with the various coping strategies in the post disaster situation. The findings suggest three main type of coping 
strategies for livelihood recovery namely; Intensifying use of capitals, dependency on social capital and mitigate consumption 
and expenditure.  
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1. Introduction  

The 2015 Gorkha earthquake caused extensive damage to Nepal’s economy at a juncture when the country is in a 
transition from a rural to an urbanizing economy. The earthquake caused a loss of approximately 7 billion US 
dollars, affecting the productive sectors and markets in Nepal [1]. In Nepal, informal economy is growing faster than 
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the formal economy and is the main generator of livelihood [2]. Statistically, the largest share of Nepalese 
enterprises are family and micro enterprises, majority of which are part of informal sector and combined with 
informal farming form part of the informal economy [3].The informal sector denotes family enterprises and micro 
enterprises and workers working there and has wage, whereas informal economy covers all types of economic 
activities outside the formal sector where the informal sector is one of the significant components and presence or 
absence of wage is not considered a factor. Further [4] defines informal sector as households with at least some 
market production.  Informal sector livelihood is generally associated with low social protection, low wages, poor 
working conditions, limited access to insurance and government’s disaster management benefits and compensations 
[4, 5]. As a result, households having livelihood in the informal sector are highly vulnerable to natural disasters. In 
Nepal, Post Disaster Need Assessment acknowledged that the informal sector was one of the most affected sector 
but, due to lack of data, the extent of damage was not assessed [1].  

[6] defines economy as livelihood or economic process of provisioning embedded in social relations. Considering 
household as the basic unit of the society, such social relations originate at the household level. In informal 
economies, household play dual role of a producer and a consumer and is linked with livelihood by circular income 
flow. Disaster impacts the circular income flow of the household. Hence economic recovery along with housing 
recovery and psychological recovery contributes to household recovery [7]. [8] reports, household identify 
livelihood as their greatest recovery priority. On the other hand, past researches on disaster recovery indicate 
reconstruction being prioritized over livelihood recovery [9]. Echoing [10], such contradictions beg for a detailed 
study to understand the household livelihood recovery process in informal economy. Nepal with its high dependency 
on the informal economy and earthquake in 2015 provided an opportunity to study the recovery process from the 
initial phase.  

The research takes a qualitative case study approach in its attempts to understand the process of household 
livelihood recovery in informal economy in the first 2 years after the earthquake. Bungamati, a traditional Newari 
settlement in Kathmandu valley is selected as the study location. The area has developed into a market center and 
tourist destination due to its cultural heritage, Newari architecture and handicrafts. The article is divided into seven 
sections where the first section introduces the topic, the following two sections cover the theoretical framework of 
household and livelihood recovery, characteristic of Newari community and methodology of the study. Section 4 and 
5 introduces the case study area and findings while the last two sections discuss the major findings and concludes the 
study. It is expected that the outcome of the paper will aid policy makers in designing disaster recovery interventions 
for informal economy addressing their real needs.  

2. Conceptual Framework for Household and Livelihood Recovery  

This section focus on analysis of various literature on household and livelihood recovery to develop a conceptual 
framework for the study in Bungamati. This need arises from the study by [11] suggesting that Nepalese livelihood 
scenario is complex and applying various models may lead to different outcomes, as they do not relate to local 
conditions and community behavior. Furthermore, [12] concluded livelihood diversification varies with local 
conditions and should be studied in the local context.  

Scholars of disaster management though agree on the definition of disaster by United Nations but are divided 
over disaster recovery outcome. [13] considers disaster recovery as attaining pre-disaster status, while [14] relates it 
to build back better. [15] opine recovery is a never-ending dynamic process varying across time, space and 
perception. [10] adds that this process leads to a new stable state distinct from the pre-disaster state. Agreeing to 
[16] understanding of disaster recovery as “social process”, the above-mentioned three outcomes of the recovery 
process represent different stage of the process and this will vary with every disaster. [17] connects recovery to 
resilience and critics that existing indicators for business resilience and recovery are insignificant and do not give a 
holistic understanding due to lack of data. 

[18] defines livelihood as “capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities 
required for a means of living”. [12] further elaborates that livelihood comprises of both incomes in cash and in 
kind. Considering a growing trend among Nepali households to rely on multiple income sources which necessitates 
to widen the scope of circular income flow by replacing the word “Business” with livelihood. In line with [19], 
households owning farms and non-farm enterprises are struck twice, once at household level and then in their 
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livelihood. [20] suggests at household level, the assets available are a super set of capitals which can be used to 
create income or other benefits for the household. Further she discusses four strategies to cope with impoverishment. 
First, by increase resources usage, second, change the quantity of human capital human capital, third, drawing on 
stocks of social capital and lastly, by limiting a decline in consumption. So, at the basic level, household and 
livelihood are connected by the circular income flow where households provide labour, land and capital and in 
return gets wage, income and goods and services.  

3. Methodology  

In context of Nepal, [22] shares that growth of shops have connected the inward-looking communities with the 
outside market facilitating not only exchange of goods and services but also information and culture resulting in new 
marketing opportunities for the formal sector. Considering this, the present study was conducted focusing on the 
shop owners in Bungamati. The study design is qualitative in nature and uses both primary and secondary data to 
achieve the objectives. Semi-structured interviews, focus group discussion, photo documentation and field 
observations were employed for collecting primary data. Literature review is done to develop understanding of the 
Newari society and to identify the assets and strategies adopted for recovery by the community. The choice of using 
qualitative interviewing and observation have a specific relevance to the study as it helps to understand and explain 
complex phenomena more comprehensively and provides opportunity to the interviewees to bring up their own 
ideas and thoughts. The stratified random sampling is employed in selecting the interviewees from shop owners in 
Bungamati, which allowed me to identify the informants who were more likely to provide data that were in-depth 
and relevant to the research questions. A total of 24 interviews were conducted with shop owners (coded as H1, 
H2..) and one interview each was done with Project staff of OXFAM GB and UN-Habitat due to their active 
engagement with the recovery process. On an average, each interview time was between 20 to 45 mins, involving 
questions on the nature of damage to shop and household, restarting of the shop, recovery process, changes in the 
household and livelihood. The interviews were recorded on voice recorder and field notes were made during 
interactions. The medium of interaction had been mainly Hindi which the first author and majority of the people in 
Bungamati can speak. In three cases communications were made in local Newari and Nepali language which was 
subsequently translated to Hindi by local youth volunteering for the study. All other interviews were conducted in 
English. Narrative analysis of the interviews and FGD is done to generate various themes and inductive analysis is 
done to link and understand the interlinkages of the various themes generated from the narrative analysis. For 
classification of household assets and recovery strategies, [20] classification is followed. Every factor is considered 
as a distinct case as a part of the study and sample size was decided based on criteria of creating a distinct dataset 
and hence interviews were conducted till there was no new findings.  

4. Understanding Newari Community and study area of Bungamati  

This section first discusses available literature on Newari settlements to identify various assets common to 
Newari community and then introduces the study area. [6] in her research on cultural politics of markets among 
Newars, suggests household is the basic social and economic unit of Newari society where finances are managed by 
strict age and gender based division of labour. [21] studying rural livelihood suggests rural households with limited 
or no access to resources follow multiple survival strategies. Interestingly, a typical Newari household has multiple 
income source which is facilitated by the extended joint families. In this respect, [22] have compared Newari 
merchants’ household with structured corporate system and suggests this household hierarchies and division of 
labour leads to livelihood diversification and acts as a safety net against shocks. [23] explains the duality among the 
Newari settlements by saying it is urban in its physical form but rural and inward looking in socio-economic 
structure.  

4.1. Understanding the Medieval Settlement of Bungamati   
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