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1. Introduction

1.1 Women traders in the Hindu Kush Himalayas (HKH) region are involved in the informal
sector and also take part of cross-border trading. They are often exposed to various
constraints like natural calamities, geo-political tensions prevailing in cross-border trade,
inadequate institutional support, and sub-optimal infrastructural facilities. Hence, most of
them are highly vulnerable to poverty. The situation got aggravated in the aftermath of
Covid-19, when the international and cross-borders were closed, production units were
shut down, and travel restrictions were imposed.

1.2 Women in mountain landscapes are largely engaged in farming, collecting forest produce,
handicrafts, tourism-related services and micro/nano enterprises. As international border
areas are part of their landscapes, cross-border trade plays an important role in improving
local economy and livelihoods of the communities living there.

1.3 Given this background, in partnership with International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD), CUTS International is implementing an explorative study in
four transboundary landscapes of the HKH region. They are: Hindu Kush Karakoram
Pamir Landscape (HKPL), Kailash Sacred Landscape (KSL), Kangchenjunga Landscape
(KL) and Landscape Initiative in the Far Eastern Himalaya (HiLIFE).

1.4 The study is aimed to understand women’s status in economic activities in these
landscapes, their role in cross-border and regional trade, and factors limiting their
entrepreneurial growth. Furthermore, it is to understand enabling conditions required for
their development and opportunities to enhance their resilience to constraints and
vulnerabilities.

1.5 In this context CUTS International organised a webinar titled ‘Bringing Mountain
Women across Border: A case of women traders in the Hindu Kush Himalaya’ on Zoom
to showcase and discuss the preliminary findings of the study. This was followed by
panel discussion on how various shocks, including COVID-19, have impacted the lives of
women traders in the mountain landscapes, and possible measures to build resilience.
More than 50 participants from seven countries falling in the landscapes viz.,
Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Pakistan, Bhutan, Nepal India and Myanmar attended the
webinar.

2. Objectives and Setting the Context.

2.1 Specific objectives of the webinar are as follows:

e Present key findings of the cross-border trade study from three landscapes in the HKH

e Bring together stakeholders from the HKH transboundary landscapes to generate
informative discussion on the challenges faced by women traders

o Identify priority actions for immediate implementation in the landscapes

2.2 Cross-border trade is an important source of income for many poor families, especially
women in HKH region. Women are mostly engaged in informal cross border trade and
they face challenges in customs clearance, transportation and access to finance.

2.3 The mountain landscapes have immense potential for tourism and hence apart from trade
women’s participation needs to be expanded to tourism as well. This can be enabled
through joint ventures or partnership arrangements.

2.4 The HKH region is rich in art, culture and biodiversity, and so the exchange of products
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and ideas can provide an enabling environment for women’s participation in cross-border
trade. This can be facilitated through the simplification of rules and regulations and ease
of doing business to make cross-border trade profitable for women entrepreneurs and
traders.

3. Study findings and Action Points

3.1 The webinar showcased a presentation with the key findings of the study and some
immediate action points. Some findings of the study are mentioned below:

a. The survey showed that in KSL almost 67 percent of the women were engaged in
handloom and handicrafts, in KL more than 60 percent women were engaged in
agriculture and allied practices. The women entrepreneurs in HKPL and HILIFE were
involved in various activities including small enterprise and local shop keeping.

b. It was also found that in all the landscapes the percentage of non-registered enterprise
is higher than registered enterprises.

c. Major external factors or shocks affecting the business include seasonal nature of
business, climatic/natural disasters, geopolitical tensions and poor transportation.

d. Challenges faced by women in particular in conducting local, cross-border or
international trade include stereotypical mindset, managing household, family
restrictions, safety issues, etc. These challenges are not so prevalent in KL primarily
due matriarchal society system. However, women in KL also face challenges in
availing loans due to lack of collateral.

e. It was elicited through the survey that almost 60 percent of the women do not avail
loans. And those who do avail them through informal channels.

f. Regarding the impact of Covid-19, 100 percent of the respondents responded that
their business was impact due to the pandemic. Out of which 67 percent of them said
that their business was severely impacted.

g. Some challenges caused by Covid-19 included decreased demand for products,
inability to pay EMI/loans, vendors, border closure, mobility restrictions, increased
household workload.

3.2 The potential future interventions discussed during the webinar included promoting value
chains of niche products, and artisans; creating alternate marketing channels such as
cooperative market outlets, developing regional digital networks; engaging private sector
partnerships for investment and market development. Upskilling, product diversification and
alternate options of finance such as self-help groups (SHGs), micro finance, angel investors
and corporate finance can also help in achieving our larger goal and traversing boundaries.

4. Voices from Transbounday Landscapes

4.1 Women entrepreneurs from the four transboundary landscapes shared their experiences in
trade before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. On the issue of gender, trade and
COVID-19, it was observed that women traders who were reliant on exhibitions and trade
fairs faced many challenges due to the pandemic.

4.2 The major motivation factor for women entrepreneurs to enter into business was their
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desire to be economically independent, support of the family and to give back to the
society.

4.3 Ease of doing business, ease of financial access and ease of documentation can increase
gender equality in economic activities as suggested by one entrepreneur.

4.4 During pandemic, some of the women expanded their horizons to keep them business
going. They started using technology to reach out to new markets and to keep their
women employees motivated.

4.5 However, one of the biggest challenges faced by women entrepreneurs is the lack of
confidence in women’s abilities and ideas. Additionally, there are gender specific
judgements and socio-cultural norms that further prevent women from participating in
entrepreneurial activities. Such attitude leaves women doubtful and apprehensive of their
ideas and entrepreneurship activities.

4.6 Women entrepreneurs’ expectations from the government are centred on change in
policies and regulations that facilitate ease of doing business and ease of documentation.
Furthermore, establishment and development of local mandis has become imperative for
providing trade opportunities to women.

5. Key takeaways

5.1 The discussion highlighted the relevance of informal border markets in the livelihoods of
mountain women. The need for looking at border markets not only from an economic
perspective but also from a social perspective was emphasised, as border markets can
engage local people in economic activities and at the same time meet their demand for
food and daily requirements. The concept of border markets needs to be contextualised,
with respect to the on-ground situation. Forcing women to enter the formal sector would
be a burden for them owing to the complicated bureaucratic procedures and the perceived
gendered barriers.

5.2 Role of the multilateral and bilateral donors in tandem with national governments
becomes significant in terms of providing support and grants and develop infrastructure
for socio-economic benefits.

5.3 The manufacturing and production are undertaken by women but the trade is generally
undertaken by men. The challenge is to develop mechanisms to promote trade and
business facilitation. There a need to create favourable business environment in order to
increase willing participation of women rather than a pressure based involvement.

5.4 The functioning of Self Help Groups (SHGs) and Cooperatives needs modification in
terms of inclusion of socio-economic issues. The role of organisations and civil societies
becomes important in the landscape to act as an informational bridge for the
communities. It is significant for undertake publicising of innovation, focussing on niche
products, training on digital literacy, disaster risk management and many more.

5.5 It was highlighted that Biodiversity Management Committees must come into existence
and integrates with businesses to undertake biodiversity based activities in both agro and
forest sector.

5.6 Access of finance can be resolved by providing collateral free and subsidised loans.

6. Concluding Remarks
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6.1 The pandemic has exacerbated the existing inequalities and reiterated the discriminatory
norms so it is essential to assist these women in distress through various mechanisms.

The digital and financial literacy have helped many women to recover from the impact of
COVID. Hence, capacities of mountain women with regard to digital education and
financial literacy need to be further enhanced.

6.2 Formalisation of businesses should not be followed with a blanket approach but need
based approach keeping in mind the benefit of the stakeholder. There should some
mechanism to meet the financial challenges of women informal sector.

6.3 Building a regional network of like-minded women traders across landscapes through
digital platforms would enable exchange of ideas and opportunities. The regional
networks such as South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) must be
tapped for exploring opportunities in order to enable women entrepreneurs in cross
border trade.

7. Action Points
e Linking women entrepreneurs in the HKH transboundary landscapes through e-
platform
During the webinar women entrepreneurs expressed their interest to be connected to
women in other landscapes through a common platform. This platform would enable
networking opportunities, mutual learning and experience sharing and provide a platform
for marketing Himalayan niche products.

e Developing value chains:

Undertake sector specific case studies (for instance agro processing and tourism) in the
transboundary landscapes, to understand the opportunities and challenges of each
participant in the value chain and engage with them in strengthening those value chains.

e Building capacities of women entrepreneurs through financial literacy programs
and training on digital technology

Limited access to finance continues to be a challenge in all the transboundary landscapes
under the study. As evident from the survey, most of the entrepreneurs depend on
informal sources for financial support. The predominance of informal sector is also a
reason for not getting access to financial services. Hence the financial literacy program
would be beneficial to make them aware about financial services and the benefits of
registering their enterprises.

The survey results also highlighted the significance of digital technology during COVID-
19. Some of the entrepreneurs resorted to digital mode of business during the pandemic
and were successful. However, its adoption for business services was found to be limited.
Customised training programs for enhancing digital capacity would be beneficial for
women entrepreneurs to expand their markets.
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Agenda

10:00-10:15 Welcome: Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International
Opening Remarks: Pema Gyamtsho, Director General, ICIMOD

Webinar Objectives: Janita Gurung, Programme Coordinator, Kailash
Sacred Landscape, ICIMOD

10:15-10:25 Glimpses from the fields: Veena Vidyadharan, Fellow, CUTS International

10:25-11:25 Voices from Transboundary Landscapes

Moderator: Kamala Gurung, Gender & Natural Resource Management
Specialist, ICIMOD

Speakers

HILIFE: Ma Nandar, Myanmar Women Entrepreneurs Association,
Myanmar

HKPL: Maryam Igbal, Founder, Scherzade, Pakistan

KL: Priyasha Gurung, Entrepreneur, Samtse, Bhutan;

KSL: Manju Kotiyal, Dharchula, Uttarakhand, India

11:25-11:30 Break

11:30-12:30 Panel Discussion
Moderator: Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International

Speakers:

Afghanistan: Mozammil Shinwari, Executive Director, Organisation for
Economic Studies and Peace

Bhutan: Kunzang Lhamu, Director General, Department of Employment
and Human Resources, Ministry of Labour and Human Resources,
Royal Government of Bhutan

India: Pankaj Tewari, Executive Director, Aarohi, Uttarakhand

Nepal: Reeta Simha, President, Federation of Woman Entrepreneurs'
Associations of Nepal

12:30-12:45 Q&A

12:45-13:00 Concluding Remarks
Chanda Gurung Goodrich, Senior Gender Specialist, ICIMOD
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List of participants

Bringing mountain women across borders A case of women traders in the Hindu Kush Himalaya

S.no Name Position/Designation Organisation Country
Organization for
Economic Studies and
1 | Mr. Mozammil Shinwari Executive Director Peace Pakistan
2 | Ms. Trinayani Sen Senior Research Associate CUTS International Jaipur, India
4 | Mr. Jithin Sabu Research Associate CUTS International Jaipur, India
Darchula,
5 | Mr. Narayan Joshi ED Sanklapa, Darchula Nepal
Programme Coordinator - Kailash Sacred Kathmandu,
6 | Dr. Janita Gurung Landscape ICIMOD Nepal
7 | Dr. Veena Vidyadharan Fellow CUTS International Jaipur, India
8 | Mr. Abhushan Neupane Senior Engineer PHCL Nepal
Kabul,
9 | Mr. Ahmad Samir Azizi GIS Expert GlZz Afghanistan
10 | Ms. Asa Heijne Counsellor Embassy of Sweden
Interstate multimodal Kathmandu,
11 | Mr. Bikas Rauniar Executive Director transport pvt Itd Nepal
12 | Ms. Menuka Khatiwada Student Tribhuwan University Nepal
13 | Mr. Sunil Tamang Environment Consultant Freelancer India
14 | Ms. Srijata Deb Research Associate CUTS International Jaipur, India
New Delhi,
15 | Dr. Saurabh Kumar Fellow CUTS International India
New Delhi,
16 | Mr. Vijay Singh Assistant Director CUTS International India
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Women Entrepreneurs
International Trade and
17 | Ms. Sheela Bhide Chairperson Technology Centre
Federation of Business
and Professional Women
18 | Mrs. Ambica Shrestha President Nepal Nepal
Bangladesh Competition
19 | Mr. Mohd Khalid Abu Naser Director Commission Bangladesh
Federation of Business
and Professional Women
20 | Dr. Bina Pradhan Adviser Nepal Nepal
21 | Mr. Shaswata Mukherjee Programme Assistant CUTS International Jaipur, India
New Delhi,
22 | Mrs. Neimh Willey Executive Assistant DFAT India
Trichandra multiple Kathmandu,
23 | Ms. Tulasi Shiwakoti Student campus Nepal
24 | Ms. Saba Ahmed Research Associate SEWA Bharat Delhi, India
Royal Bhutanese New Delhi,
25 | Ms. Ugen C Dy Chief of Mission Embassy India
Royal Bhutanese New Delhi,
26 | Mrs. Pem Bidha Economic Counsellor Embassy India
27 | Mr. Indranil Bose Consultant World Bank India
Tangsibji Hydro Energy
28 | Mr. Chimi Wangchuk Environment Officer Limited Bhutan
29 | Mr. Bipul Chatterjee Executive Director CUTS International Jaipur, India
Kathmandu,
30 | Mr. Min Gurung GESI Analyst ICIMOD Nepal
Consortium of Women New Delhi,
31 | Dr. Shashi Singh Chairperson Entrepreneurs of India India
TATA Institute of Social
32 | Mr. Subhendu Khan Master’s Students Sciences India
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Finanza Professionals Pvt | New Delhi,

33 | Dr. G. Agrawal Chairman Ltd India

34 | Mr. Saroj Khanal Secretary Road safety socirty Nepal Nepal

S.N. Sinha College
Tekari, Magadh Bodh Gaya
35 | Dr. Kumar Gaurav Assistant Professor University, Bodhgaya (Bihar) India
S.N. Sinha College

Tekari, Magadh Bodh Gaya
36 | Dr. Kumar Gaurav Assistant Professor University, Bodhgaya (Bihar) India
New Delhi ,

37 | Ms. Sushama Dabak Retd Govt of India Officer Retd from Govt of India India

Ministry of Agriculture

and Livestock Kathmandu,

38 | Dr. Pradyumna Pandey Senior Agricultural Economist Development Nepal

Lucknow,
Uttar
Ministry of housing and Pradesh,
39 | Mr. Zia Ul haque India smart city fellow MoHUA urban Affairs india India
40 | Ms. Ganga Bista GESI officer FECOFUN

New Delhi ,

41 | Mr. Shashi B. Roy Core Group Member IC Centre for Governance India
Dr. Chanda Gurung Kathmandu,

42 | Goodrich Senior Gender Specialist - Gender Lead ICIMOD Nepal

43 | Mr. Sonam Penjor Reporter Bhutan Times Bhutan
Mr. Syed Muhammad Kathmandu,

44 | Abubakar KMC Officer ICIMOD Nepal
Kathmandu,

45 | Mr. Pema Gyamtsho Director General ICIMOD Nepal
European Union Funded | Kathmandu,

46 | Dr. Badri Bastakoti Key Expert TCF to ADS Nepal
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TSG Transnational New Delhi ,
47 | Mr. Somi Hazari Senior Advisor India Strategy Group LLC India
48 | Mr. Rajdeep Pareek Programme Officer CUTS International Jaipur, India
50 | Ms. apoorva lalwani research associate cuts international Jaipur, India
51 | Ms. Pushpa Chhetri Director BMCI Bhutan
Kathmandu,
52 | Mr. Basant Pant Programme officer ICIMOD Nepal
53 | Mr. Shiva Raj Chhetri Dy. Director BMCI Bhutan
Climate Change Adaptation and Governance Kathmandu,
55 | Mr. Pradyumna Rana Analyst ICIMOD Nepal
New Delhi ,
56 | Mr. Tula Basyal Retiree Nepal Rastra Bank India
Kathmandu,
57 | Ms. Indu Chitrakar Program Associate, KSLCDI ICIMOD Nepal
New Delhi ,
58 | Mr. Jyotiraj Patra Project Manager Oxfam India
Kathmandu,
59 | Mr. Shaoliang Shaoliang Coordinator-HILIFE ICIMOD Nepal
East India Pharmaceutical
60 | Mr. Tarun Kumar Mahapatra Export Coordinator Works Ltd India
Shillong,
St. Anthony's College Meghalaya,
61 | Dr. Robinson Khithie Assisant Professor Shillong India
Amrit Prabhat-Northern
India Patrika; Sahajsatta
62 | Mr. Tamal Kanti Ghosh Editor-Executive Editor Media,(Indian Media) India
63 | Mr. Pawan Thapa Lecturer Kathmandu University Nepal
64 | Prof. Asghar ghaforzai Assistant Professor Nangarhar University Afghanistan
65 | Mrs. Tayyaba Gul Owner Taibaattire Pakistan
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Exelon Bangladesh

66 | Ms. Musrat Dasgupta Director, Marketing Limited Bangladesh
Member. Myanmar Women Entrepreneurs Myanmar Women
Association Entrepr_e neurs
67 | Ms Ma Nandar Association Myanmar
Pamir Biological Insitute,
68 | Munira Karamkhudoeva Senior Biologist/ Entomologist Khorog Tajakistan
Federation of Woman
Entrepreneurs’
69 | Reeta Simha President Associations of Nepal Nepal
Namchi Designer
Candles, Namchi, South
70 | Smita Rai Co-founder and Chief Executive Officer Sikkim India
71 | Priyasha Gurung Entrepreneur Samtse Bhutan
Mabhila Prerena Udhan

72 | Lakshmi Bhatt Social Worker Samiti, Pittoragarh India
73 | Mariam Igbal Founder Scherzade Pakistan
74 | Mahnoor Arshad Research Associate SDPI Pakistan
75 | Dikshya Singh Senior Research Officer SAWTEE, Kathmandu Nepal
76 | Manju Kotiyal Entrepreneur Dharchula India
77 | Pankaj Tiwari Executive Director Aarohi , Uttarakhand India
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