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Toward The Conservation of Historic Settlements in the Kathmandu Valley, Nepal
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In the Kathmandu Valley, there still remain historic settlements that have been in continuous
existence since the medieval period predating the Malla dynasty (1200 AD-1768 AD). The
townscapes of three-storey buildings, with their sedate brick walls and carved wooden windows,
are impressive. These settlements are formed on hills or uplands along the ridge line and are
scattered in vast paddy fields like small islands. In fall, bountiful ears of corn hang from the eaves
of houses while women toil away at their threshing and old people spin yarn by the roadside. These
idyllic agricultural scenes can be found even today in the Newar people’ s settlements.

The townscapes of these settlements have changed drastically, because of the enormous
damage caused by the M7.8 Gorkha earthquake of April 25th, 2015, and the subsequent
restoration process. Although the old houses had been steadily rebuilt because of population
growth and lifestyle modernization even before the quake, the process of change has more rapid
since then due to the damasge suffered by the Earthquake. Further, there were no systems in place
at the time to conserve the historic settlements. It has even been difficult to preserve traditional
private homes over 100 years old as cultural properties.

It was necessary to establish a system to conserve these exceptional settlements based
on requests from inside and outside of the country, lest they be completely lost during the
reconstruction process. Unfortunately, the Department of Archaeology (DOA), Nepal s Ministry
of Culture, Tourism and Civil Aviation had to put such a great deal of effort into the restoration of
the many damasged cultural properties, such as temples and pagodas, that they could not handle
the system design to conserve all of the settlements. They were also confronted by a local group
that was eager to conserve the historic layers. With meager financial assistance and insufficient
legal bases and administrative support, the group faced a dilemma between its ideals and the
expectations of residents regarding rapid reconstruction.

Under the circumstances, Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Properties (Tobunken)
has worked on the conservation of historic settlements in the Kathmandu Valley as a key item in
its “Project for Investigation of Damage Situation of Cultural Heritage in Nepal” and “Technical
Assistance for the Protection of Damaged Cultural Heritage in Nepal,” which were commissioned in
September 2015 by the Agency for Cultural Affairs, Government of Japan, in cooperation with the
University of Tokyo and other institutions.

When compared with the conservation of temples and other historic buildings, the settlements
often follow one step behind. Reflecting on similar circumstances in Japan, historic townscapes and
settlements there were not considered as “groups” of cultural properties until a full 78 years after
the establishment of the Ancient Temples and Shrines Preservation Law (1897) when a system of
Preservation Districts for Groups of Traditional Buildings was created through an amendment to the
Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in 1975. This national system did not appear suddenly.
A series of steps was needed: voluntary townscape preservation activities begun by residents
of historic settlements, such as Tsumago-juku, led to their protection under citizens’ charters
famous for the principle of “Don’ t Sell, Don’ t Lend, and Don’ t Destroy” (1971), and a number of
local governments formulated original ordinances, such as the Kanazawa City Ordinance for the
Preservation of the Traditional Environment (1968). These grassroots movements were essential to
designing a system for the conservation of townscapes that were closely related to the residents’ lives.

Therefore, with the need for grassroots support for Nepal in mind, we built cooperation with the
Khokana Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Committee. Khokana is a historic settlement included
in the Tentative List of UNESCO World Heritage Sites. We then sought out a concept by which we
could conserve historic settlements in Nepal through repeated discussions and training seminars
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with administrative engineers (officers) involved in the formulation and operation of ordinances
for historic districts in each city. Finally, we organized Mayors’ Forums for discussion among the
mayors and deputy mayors of each city in the Kathmandu Valley to strengthen the collaboration
between local governments as is the case with Japanese Council for Preservation Districts for
Groups of Historic Buildings. The major activities conducted were as follows:

» September 2016: Meeting sharing the result of a survey of residents in the historic settlement of
Khokana
* November 2016: Conference on the Preservation of Historic Settlements in Kathmandu Valley
with administrators
» March 2017: Invitation programme for experts concerning preservation of historic settlements
* April 2017: Workshop for administrative officers at the Department of Archaeology
» June 2017: Workshop for administrative officers in Kirtipur
» December 2017: Mayors’ Forum in Panauti
* May 2018: Workshop for administrative officers in Sankhu
At the time of this writing, building bylaws apply
to each historic settlement; however, their regulation
remains insufficient to fully conserve them. There are
still operational issues to be resolved. The network
established for the conservation of historic settlements
among the administrative officers and mayors of different
cities will work as a platform to resolve the various
issues. In addition, we expect to create a virtuous cycle
that is based upon shared knowledge and experience
from an intangible cultural heritage survey and an
environmental survey for settlements in the valley
conducted by the Tobunken team in collaboration
with local residents, as well as from research and
studies conducted by other universities and foreign
organizations.
We have yet to identify the appropriative method
for conserving historic settlements in the Kathmandu
Valley. However, we sincerely hope that a group of e
these settlements, where the rich Newar culture people £ T el
is concentrated, will be conserved farther to the future 333 @@EIIEH(ER27 (2015) F98
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Khokana located on upland Mayors’ Forum held in December 2017
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