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The Makwanpur
Model: Making
Public Healthcare
in Nepal Work
Administrative
decentralization has led to a
vast improvement in the
delivery of healthcare in
Nepal. This is one district’s
story.
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March 11, 2017 marked a turning point in the
administrative structure of the Nepalese
government. The Constitution of Nepal, which
had been promulgated in 2015, mandated
political decentralization through federalism.
Under the previous unitary system, political
power had been concentrated in the national
capital of Kathmandu. Now, in addition to the
federal government in Kathmandu, two other
tiers of government were added; the seven
provincial governments and the 3,157 former
village development committees were
consolidated into 744 local units. The local
governments’ role was significantly expanded
with the intention of giving the nooks and
crannies of the nation greater administrative
autonomy through increased resource-sharing
among the various tiers of the government.

A year later, in 2018, the district of Makwanpur
made a landmark decision in Nepalese public
health administration when it handed over
control of the district’s 41 health posts and four
primary health centers to its respective
municipalities. This head-start in the

The Sisneri health post in Nepal’s Makwanpur
district.
Credit: Chitij Karki and Harsh Mahaseth

https://kathmandupost.com/national/2017/03/11/new-local-level-units-come-into-existence
https://www.mohp.gov.np/downloads/Constitution%20of%20Nepal%202072_full_english.pdf
https://thehimalayantimes.com/nepal/makwanpur-dpho-hands-over-health-facilities-to-local-levels/
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federalization of the public health sector
provided us with a window into this new
administrative model’s challenges and
opportunities. The Nepal government plans to
expand universal health coverage (UHC), so we
visited a municipality in this district recently to
see whether this new-fledged approach is going
to bring the district closer to the goal of UHC.

The Indrasarowar Rural Municipality in the
Makwanpur district borders the Kathmandu
valley, and is home to the Indrasarowar
hydropower reservoir that powers the capital.
Traveling only 50 kilometers away from
Kathmandu, one can witness the legacy of
centuries of political centralization. As per a
2015 study, “only 61.8 percent of the Nepalese
households have access to health facilities
within 30 min, with significant urban (85.9
percent) and rural (59 percent) discrepancy.” In
the remote hills of Nepal, there is little profit
incentive to set up private hospitals. Thus,
public health posts are integral to providing
basic healthcare to the roughly 18,000 residents
of this municipality. However, these remote
health posts were in an understaffed and
dilapidated state due to decades of
underfunding prior to the consolidation of local
units. Tasked with rejuvenating the
municipality’s public health facilities is
Mannunath Adhikari, the health officer of the
municipality. He told us his job had become
much easier since the expansion of the local
level. Before, “for every little decision, I had to
go to the district headquarters for approval. But
these days, I can get approval from within the
municipality itself,” he said. Sometimes he had
to go all the way to Kathmandu to obtain
regulatory approval.

http://nnfsp.gov.np/PublicationFiles/a93626f6-5e96-4cf6-b96e-c282addd4832.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4546934/
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The Indrasarowar Rural Municipality
building (Photo: Chitij Karki and Harsh
Mahaseth)

A consequence of this uptick in bureaucratic
efficiency is the effort to expand the municipal
health posts into health centers. This allows the
local government to acquire land for health
posts which previously operated out of rented
rooms. This expansion of physical
infrastructure is crucial in stocking essential
medications, medical equipment and personal
protective equipment as the lack of paved roads
poses a severe challenge to accessing these
essential items.

Enjoying this article? Click here to subscribe
for full access. Just $5 a month.

The health posts of rural Nepal are not full-
fledged hospitals, but are instead tasked with
providing primary healthcare to their
respective wards. The Indrasarowar
municipality hosts five such health posts for
each ward, including the newly established
Pouwa health post. While these health facilities
may appear rudimentary at a first glance, the
services they provide remain invaluable to
Nepal’s most remote pockets. These services
include family planning, direct observation
treatment, short course (DOTS) for tuberculosis,
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universal immunization, and basic pathology
lab services. Four of the five health posts in the
municipality also provide birthing service that
allows the citizens of remote villages to avoid
costly trips to urban healthcare facilities, and
monitor health of pregnant women through
regular antenatal checkups.

As an example, Adhikari told us that the
improvements facilitated by the local level’s
newfound administrative powers facilitated
universal immunization within the
municipality. Before decentralization, there was
no storage center to maintain the vaccines’ cold
chain as mandated by the National
Immunization Programme. When Adhikari took
charge of the health division of the municipality
a year ago, he was able to quickly implement a
storage center with adequate refrigeration for
the vaccines allowing the municipality to have a
stock of vaccines and meet its goals in
vaccinating all children of the municipality. All
five wards in the municipality are now fully
immunized.

Another example of the new administrative
structure’s capacity to dynamically address
localized needs is the establishment of a new
health post in Pouwa. We arrived here after
scaling the Chandragiri hill up to a height of
3000 meters above sea level, via a challenging
dirt road that is still very much under
construction. This new health post fills in a gap
in healthcare accessibility as the nearest health
facilities are in Kathmandu, an hour drive away
through arduous dirt roads. Though the health
post only occupies a rented building’s ground
floor, there is a proper facility currently under
construction not too far away.
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The Pouwa health post (Photo: Chitij
Karki and Harsh Mahaseth)

An older health post we visited was in Sisneri.
Though it was established in 1994, the old
building was scrapped in order to build a newer
one, and it currently shares a building with a
local farming cooperative. “We prefer our
health posts not to be cramped in one room,”
Adhikari had mentioned. “Land acquisition and
the construction of newer buildings is
important to provide robust healthcare to our
citizens.” The health post in Fakhel has
completed the construction of its building with
funding from the Birat Nepal Medical Trust.

Inside the Sisneri health post (Photo:
Chitij Karki and Harsh Mahaseth)

https://bnmtnepal.org.np/site-visit-to-makawanpur/
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On visiting the various health posts around the
municipalities, we noted its expansion and the
adequate staffing of facilities. Previous reports
indicate a marked decrease in absenteeism in
the government’s health workers as they are
now adequately funded. The municipality
currently employs 28 health workers for the
roughly 18,000 residents they serve. It has also
deployed a further 37 female community health
volunteers (FCHVs) who provide basic maternal
and contraceptive health education to the
municipality’s women.

The rejuvenation of the health facilities was
crucial when the COVID-19 pandemic struck the
district. Adhikari noted the challenges of
maintaining the local health workers’ safety, but
also that they were able to provide basic
services, identify hotspots, improvise isolation
facilities, and adequately educate residents
when the pandemic first hit the district.

Our study of the Makwanpur model gave us a
unique insight into the challenges and
opportunities of the Nepalese federal system.
Previous studies had noted that a lack of proper
delineation in the administrative
responsibilities of local units posed a significant
challenge to federalized healthcare. The
Makwanpur model solves this issue by giving
the local units full control of public health
facilities and giving them the freedom to swiftly
tailor their approach according to local needs.
Another municipality in the Makwanpur district
has recently started a free door-to-door health
service in collaboration with Patan Hospital in
Kathmandu to the disadvantaged Chepang
indigenous groups. “Our efforts to expand
healthcare accessibility have only just begun,
and we intend to give further continuity to these
efforts,” said Adhikari.

https://kathmandupost.com/province-no-3/2019/09/06/villagers-in-remote-makwanpur-villages-enjoy-excellent-services-at-health-posts
https://kathmandupost.com/province-no-3/2020/11/19/covid-19-pandemic-has-brought-improvement-in-makwanpur-s-health-sector
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6499910/#R6
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