
Reconstructing a 4-room school: a novel 
 
Prologue 
The most terrifying memory I have (after the earthquake itself) is huddling in a tent in the 
parking lot of the British school on the 25th of April 2015. Eight traumatized individuals were 
folded into a tent meant for five, in a ground that was over capacity, with similar huddling 
masses, most of who didn’t even have the weather-protection we did. To make matters 
worse, while in that paper-thin sheath of waterproof fabric, we heard rumors of a tiger 
escaping from the zoo – the walls had collapsed during the earthquake - and was barely a 
five-minute prowl away. Not only had we experienced the most profoundly life-shaking 
event, our saved lives appeared to be in danger yet again. When we thought it couldn’t get 
any worse, apparently it just had.   
 
Towards the end of the monsoon, Ashok Gurung, then-Board member of the Gurung 
Society of New York came to Nepal to select several reconstruction projects after a massive 
fundraising effort in the US. As Gorkha district was the epicenter of the earthquake and 
heavily devastated, and since the Chandra Gurung Conservation Foundation (CGCF) had 
provided some funds in relief to the community of Ghyachchok, I was asked to accompany 
Ashok for a trip to Gorkha, where a site for reconstruction would be selected. I had just 
recently been initiated into the Executive Committee of CGCF.  Ashok had worked in 
Takukot of Gorkha in the past, and was considering a school reconstruction project there. 
Since it was the monsoon, a little past Bahrakilo on the way to Gorkha Bazaar, the normally 
heavily dusty non-tarred road was a mud-pit. We slid along the road, and parked near the 
Daraudi river after which we walked uphill to Takukot to recce the school. The area had 
already received much support and based on CGCF’s involvement in Ghyachchok and the 
need for reconstruction of the high school there, the Dhansira Secondary School was 
selected for reconstruction, to be managed by CGCF. Lacking the time to visit the school 
during that trip itself, I was even asked by Ashok whether I’d be willing to adventure my 
way to locating the village (supposedly further up the mud-path) to see the status of the 
school. Fortunately, he didn’t press the notion of my solo jaunt into the unknown and I was 
able to return with the team, rather than explore my way into remote Gorkha.  
 

 
The destroyed Dhansira Secondary School in Ghyachchok 



Chapter 1 
While we started looking into the logistics of reconstructing Dhansira Secondary, India 
commenced its “unofficial” blockade.  
 
[Sidenote for any readers unaware: using the earthquake as an excuse, political parties 
decided to “fast-track’ the Constitution process, passing a document that was rejected by 
most marginalized groups, and particularly the Madhesis.  “Madhesi groups argued that the 
constitution was being written in abrogation of previous agreements, and without 
consulting them. Around 45 people, including policemen, were killed in protests” (Tom 
Bell, Aljazeera 10 Oct 2015). Almost imported goods, and most importantly fuel comes 
from India through the Terai, which the Madhesis initially blocked, and was later supported 
by India.] 
 
The price of reconstruction materials and wage labor had increased substantially since the 
earthquake due to the increased demand. For example, daily wages for unskilled labor pre-
earthquake of Rs. 500 had increased to Rs. 800 and for skilled labor went from Rs. 700-800 
to even Rs. 1500). But the blockade ensured that costs for materials and transport 
skyrocketed further.  
 
Chapter 2  
While deliberating over how to proceed, Dhansira Secondary’s Principal – Mr. Til Gurung - 
brought to our attention that the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) had also 
selected Dhansira Secondary for reconstruction. While our total budget was $65,000, JICA’s 
estimated cost was $500,000 for a secondary school with over 18 rooms, which they had set 
aside. Rather than displace that funding, CGCF pulled out to identify another school.  
 
However, of course, a complication arose. Dhansira Secondary had originally been 
constructed on a cliff, and after the earthquake, the Temporary Learning Center (TLC), had 
relocated further inland as students, parents and teachers felt unsafe. The land where the 
TLC had been set up was acquired by the School Management Committee (SMC) for new 
construction even before JICA’s involvement. When JICA’s consultants came on site, they 
started taking measurements for the original land area, rather than the newly acquired land, 
their policies not allowing for school relocation. The school’s stakeholders felt so unsafe in 
the previous location, they were adamant that the new construction had to be done on the 
new land, even if they were to lose JICA funding. CGCF’s network was mobilized, and 
influential individuals were reached out to, so that Dhansira Secondary would be 
constructed on the land they had acquired. Fortunately, the consultants were convinced, 
and the construction on the new land went ahead. However, this process took several 
months and CGCF was unable to pull out fully until Dhansira Secondary was completely 
vouched for.  
 



 
The boundary edge of Dhansira School with Barpak in the distance 
 
Chapter 3  
 
The Gurung Society’s conditions for site selection were: 

1) It had to be a school building destroyed in the earthquake (we could not add to an 
existing school or start a new school) 

2) The land had to be owned by the school, we were not allowed to purchase land with 
the funding received 

3) The name of the school was to be changed Chandra Gurung School as far as 
possible (the Gurung Society was trying to raise awareness and highlight the 
achievements of national heroes – funding a school in Sindupalchowk to be named 
after Subash Darnal and community buildings in Dolakha to be dedicated to Harka 
Gurung and Mingma Sherpa) 

4) Ideally to be located in a Gurung village (of all the projects funded by the Gurung 
Society, this would be the only project in a Gurung village) 

 
Based on these guidelines, and considering our limited budget of $65,000, I set out to 
identify another school. During a visit to Ghyachchok in May 2016, to check on funding 
CGCF had given for CGI sheets for impoverished households, they referred me to the 
Narad Pokhari Primary school, one of the schools closest to Dhansira Secondary which had 
not been vouched for. Although located in Barpak Village Development Committee (at the 
time, the VDC was one of the smallest administrative units, divided into 9 wards). Barpak 
VDC had received much attention and aid as the epicenter of the earthquake, however, 
Wards 4-9 were clustered together into a town, while wards 1, 2 and 3 were relatively 



neglected. Narad Pokhari was based in ward 3. To reach it, I had to walk straight down from 
Ghyachchok to the river, a steep descent, and climb higher on the opposite side.  
 
Narad Pokhari Primary served the community of Gonje, a village located on the top of a cliff 
which had been severely damaged during the earthquake and the entire settlement had 
moved higher to Alkhang, clearing some forested land belonging to a family residing in 
Barpak. Narad Pokhari, as a Primary school had also relocated higher to serve this 
community. The SMC and other stakeholders agreed to change their school’s name during 
a meeting and in essence fulfilled the Gurung Society’s requirements. Unfortunately the 
land where the settlement had relocated to belonged to a family that refused to sell the 
land to community members from Gonje. The owners were willing only to rent the land for 
settlement, but not sell. This left the community bereft and unsure of whether they would 
be able to settle in Alkhang permanently (even though electricity and water had already 
been connected). Without the land for the community’s houses finalized, both the 
community and CGCF were unsure where the school could be constructed – if the 
community eventually had to move again, then the school building would have to move 
accordingly. Since the monsoon was just beginning, and the road to the community would 
be blocked for the next 3-4 months – they were given till September to finalize their plans, 
after which we would have to select another site.  
 

 
The destroyed settlement of Gonje above a cliff 
 
Unfortunately at the end of the monsoon, the community was unable to finalize land for the 
settlement and we were forced to identify another site.  
 
Chapter 4 
In continuing my search for a school that met the criteria, I reached out and was directed to 
Dr. Ganesh Gurung who was facilitating the reconstruction of Laprak funded by the Non-
Resident Nepali Association (NRNA). The Secondary school at Laprak was already vouched 
for by Les Amis Laprak/Ganesh Himal Foundation, an organization with historic ties to the 
village. Laprak is adjoining Barpak, and I was then referred to the Secondary School at 
Gumda village, bordering Laprak. Although it was a secondary school, for which our budget 



would be nowhere near sufficient, it was a feasible option because others had already 
constructed several classrooms. The SMC tentatively agreed to changing the name of the 
school, but in a community discussion, some political entities refused to allow it, and 
instead we were again forwarded to the neighboring village of Yamgaon in the same VDC.  
 
Chapter 5 
The Janasewa Primary School of Yamgaon fulfilled all of the Gurung Society’s conditions. In 
addition, an enterprising member of the village had approached the District Education 
Office in Gorkha, inquiring about the possibility of changing the name. He was told that 
while changing the entire name was not feasible, modifying the name to Chandradaya 
Janasewa Primary School was. A notion that was acceptable to the Gurung Society, I 
traveled to Yamgaon, a grueling 14 hour drive, 10 of which was on non-tarred dirt roads, in 
December 2016. In order to save dual transport costs (we had to hire a SUV for the entire 
time as local transport does not reach Yamgaon), I had an engineer travel with us to take 
the site measurements and undertake the soil test.  
 
An aam-bhela (public discussion) was held, and our proposal of constructing the school and 
the possibility of changing the school’s name were discussed. Some participants’ concerns 
were that we would pull out if the government did not allow them to change the name. I 
reassured them, if this was forbidden by government entities we would still go ahead, the 
name change had to be agreed solely by the community for us to begin – and I was given a 
signed document by all 60 households agreeing to it.  
 

 
The destroyed Janasewa Primary School and the Temporary Learning Center the students 
are currently studying in 
 
The Manaslu Foundation had constructed a school in neighboring Lapu VDC and we were 
requested to use the same architectural design as it would utilize local physical resources 
and provide a source of income for locals as construction labor as well.  
 
Chapter 6 
The first step in the bureaucracy was to go to the District Education Office (DEO) in Gorkha 
Bazaar to register our intent to construct this school. Janasewa Primary had three operating 
grades (1-3), and considering our budget in relation to the costs, I estimated that we would 
be able to build a maximum of five class rooms, in case the school was able to add a grade 
in the future. While speaking to the District Education Officer (the administrative head of 
the DEO), I was told that we were required to construct six rooms, not five, and the 



changing of the name would not be possible. Having already reassured the families of 
Yamgaon that we would continue if this occurred, we decided to go ahead, and attempt to 
construct the six classrooms.  
 
Chapter 7 
I also managed to locate the engineer who had designed and constructed the school built 
by the Manaslu Foundation in Lapu. He agreed to apply the same design on our site, come 
up with the required estimates and also travel to the site for monitoring visits. However, the 
first estimate he submitted seemed inaccurate. I asked a colleague to verify it and she told 
me that some line items were missing and others were totally incorrect., Although this 
engineer had been exhorted to expedite his work due to the delay in construction – we 
wanted to start before the monsoon, he would disappear for periods of time with vague 
excuses and never resubmitted the estimate. Eventually, we had to let him go and got in 
touch with an engineer from one of Kathmandu’s leading firms.  
 
Chapter 8 
Mr. Rajkumar Lakhe was a godsend. He was given the same brief as our errant ex-engineer 
and we began the work by going to the Ministry of Education’s Central-Level Program 
Implementation Unit (MoE-CLPIU), a bridging institution between the MoE and the NRA. In 
our first visit to the MoE-CLPIU, we showed the design that we were attempting to build 
and were told that it did not meet the new specifications, and to use a pre-approved design 
(attempting a new design would take an additional six months because structural tests 
would have to be done by the Department of Urban Development and Building 
Construction). We were given two options that used stone and wood, of which we picked 
the option that would be more financially viable in terms of the construction of six rooms. 
Pre-approved designs available for the toilets were massive – either we had to be build two 
blocks of two cubicles each, or one block of around six cubicles. Most of these pre-
approved designs were for much larger schools with considerably larger toilets. It did not 
make sense for us to build so many toilets for 18 students and 3 teachers, but we were told 
it would take the same six months to structurally test the design for a new toilet as well.  
 
Mr. Lakhe’s first task was to select a design between the two given, and we picked the 
Himalayan Trust’s stone and wood building, originally designed for Solukhumbu. Finalizing 
the estimate was challenging because he couldn’t just calculate the materials required and 
the rate for Gorkha Bazaar, the District Headquarter (DHQ) of Gorkha because the cost of 
materials on site was vastly different. For example, a bag of cement that costs Rs. 800 in 
Gorkha Bazaar, would cost Rs. 1500 by the time it reached our site. Sand, purchased in 
Gorkha Bazaar would be calculated by metric cube fitting each truck, for which the 
government has a set rate for the DHQ. In Yamgaon, as the road doesn’t completely reach 
the school, sand is normally carried on mules, and is paid for per sack and Mr. Lakhe had to 
convert the amount of sand required in metric cubes, to sacks and the amounts per sack. 
Wood is not bought on site, but rather people are paid labor charges or lump sums for 
particular lengths of wood they cut, and others are paid labor charges to carry that wood to 
site. All these conversions took time and there was already some stone and wood on site 
belonging to the school that we could use, so he also had to subtract that amount. After all 
these complicated calculations, in August of 2017, Mr. Lakhe gave a final budget of Rs. 



97,33,942.02, about a third more than we had, for a six-room school construction and a 
large bathroom complex, subtracting the wood available, this number came down to Rs. 
95,86,662.  
 
Chapter 9 
We had two options, either continue with a stone, cement and wood structure for which we 
would have to raise more than Rs. 30,00,000 (around $30,000), or try to use different 
materials for a pre-fabricated structure. Mr. Santa Bahadur Gurung, Chairperson of the 
Janasewa Primary’s School Management Committee came to Kathmandu to see a sample 
of a pre-fabricated building. He went back and discussed it with the community and finally 
managed to convince them, something that took work because a pre-fabricated structure 
would bring no income to the locals. There was also hearsay that these structures would not 
last too long.  
 
With their permission, I then went back to the CL-PIU to ask for its procedures in 
constructing this structure.  
 
They told me that they preferred the more permanent stone structure, pre-fabricated 
structures being considered ‘semi-permanent’ and told me that I could build only four 
classrooms if that’s all my budget could accommodate, and I was also given the design of 
toilet complex with only two cubicles (designed pre-earthquake, but included the seismic-
resistant bands). When I brought up the notion that the DEO had required us to build six 
rooms, he said they could overrule that.  
 
We went back to the drawing board with Mr. Lakhe, and the new estimated budget with 
these new directives was Rs. 65,91,333.63. 
 
Chapter 10 
Now that we finally had a cost estimate within our budget of around $65,000, we could 
proceed with fulfilling the rest of the requirements for a complete proposal at the MoE-
CLPIU.  
 
Pinned to the notice board of the MoE-CLPIU 
was the above document which listed the 
requirements for the tripartite agreement 
with the MoE-CLPIU, NRA and us. Without 
this MoU, essentially the government’s 
permission, we could not begin the 
construction process. 
The requirements were: 

1) Forms for the official proposal to be 
downloaded from the NRA’s website 

2) Reference/Recommendation from the 
associated District Education Office 

3) The official decision of the relevant 
School Management Committee 



4) Documents relating to the NGO (Registration, renewal, PAN, tax clearance etc.) 
5) Fund agreement with the donor agency 
6) Registration and renewal documents from the Social Welfare Council 
7) A DUDBC-approved design, site plan and verified cost estimates 
8) The fact that the NGO would not collect funds locally after during/construction had 

to be stated in the proposal itself. 
 
I had already collected the Reference from the DEO when he told me we had to construct 
six rooms, documents related to the NGO were available as we renewed the organization 
(including with the SWC) and needed the documents listed. We also had the fund 
agreement with the donor, as well as the decision by the SMC.  
 
It was the innocuous 7th requirement – that had us running around for months. While the 
design was pre-approved, the bathroom did not include the earthquake-resistant ties that 
had to be shown in the design.  
 
The original soil test (now conducted about 2 years ago), was apparently not worded 
correctly. The engineer at the MoE-CLPIU would tell me the framework required, which I 
was unable to communicate to the engineers who produced the soil test. When I asked 
them to speak to each other, I would have to call both parties, ensure they were both 
available, and have one call the other, but while I set up the time, they were unable to 
understand what the subject was.  
 
The site plan didn’t have the GPS coordinates, or area and had to be modified.  
 
We were told to bring a rate analysis, Bill-of-quantities and cost estimates but the format 
Rajkumarji had spent much time on was apparently not the right format and had to be 
changed.  
 
Each of these issues with this requirement would be mentioned one-at-a-time, I would go 
with my thick folder of documents, and would be told that one thing had to be changed. I’d 
go back with the change, and then inevitably it was something else. The bureaucrats would 
also be out of town or out of the office often, and I would have to go multiple times for 
each modification.  
 
The staff of the MoE-CLPIU had seen my face so many times, at the end, I was given a 
reprieve, something on my cost estimate was not according to the district rate but rather 
the local-village rate, and I might have had to get a document certifying this difference, but 
he approved the estimate anyway. Now that all the requirements were completed, I had to 
fill out the NRA’s application, and then was given a letter certifying that we had fulfilled the 
requirements and recommended that we be allowed to construct the school. Finally, I was 
able to complete my proposal and begin the NRA part of the MoU!  
 
Chapter 11 
At this point, I had a two-inch thick folder with all the required documents. I made copies of 
them, and went to Singha Durbar – the headquarter of Nepal’s bureaucracy – to submit 



them.  Once inside Singha Durbar, I met a lady at the information desk who asked me to 
leave the documents with her. The lady acknowledged that it might not reach the next desk 
for a while, so I should submit it at the Secretary’s office. I moved along the rather decrepit 
hallway to the Secretary’s office. There, I was told to leave my folder and that I would be 
called when the Secretary had signed it or if any other documents were required. I thought I 
would wait until the Secretary arrived, but they told me that he was in a meeting and they 
were unsure when he would be back. I waited a few hours, took several phone numbers, 
including the cell phone numbers of the Secretary, and left.  
 
I tried calling the Secretary several times.  After multiple calls, the Secretary eventually 
texted me and told me that the files had been forwarded for further consideration.  
 
I did not hear anything about the status of my applications for next few weeks. Finally, one 
day I received a call saying that an additional document was required. I asked for a permit 
to enter Singh Durbar – you cannot enter the complex without one, and only staff from the 
offices inside Singha Durbar can issue them. I was told that my application did not indicate 
any administrative costs (which the organization would bear on its own, and not through the 
donor funding), so another letter was required to certify this fact. I submitted the letter and 
they told me that would be forwarded, and I they would notify me again. 
 
At this point, we tried to use to our connections again, and several EC members as well as 
friends of CGCF contacted the high ranking officials, and eventually we received word that 
the proposal had been approved by the NRA’s Executive Committee for schools. Then I 
had to make four copies of the entire folder – it forms an encyclopedia – that is distributed 
to three entities: The National Reconstruction Authority, the Social Welfare Council and the 
MOE-CLPIU, and th final copy for ourselves.  
 
Once these copies are made and submitted, they are signed first by us, then all copies have 
to be taken to the MoE-CLPIU for the head of the department to sign. I returned to my 
familiar haunts of the offices of the MoE-CLPIU, but the department head was again in an 
indefinitely long meeting, the subsequent days were public holidays, and was told to return 
once the office reopened and the books had been signed. I was to return yet again to the 
NRA office in Singha Durbar, where they too would sign it, and finally we could begin the 
construction process. 
 
In the proposal for construction, the officer at the NRA raised his eyebrows at the fact that 
our proposed completion date with September 2019 – to which I responded by saying that 
it had already taken us two years to go through the paperwork, so the construction would 
take longer to finish.  
 
Chapter 12 
With paperwork completed, we hired a local site engineer who had constructed schools 
with another organization in the area. We bought some safety helmets and the CGCF’s 
Treasurer, Mr. Bidur Pokharel, I and the engineer departed for Yamgaon, on the 9th of 
March. We organized a small ritual and program to lay the foundation stone, after officially 
signing an agreement with Janasewa’s School Management Committee.  



 

 

 
Some images from the signing of the agreement and the laying of the foundation stone 
 
Three years after the devastating earthquakes of 2015, we were able to start rebuilding a 
school.  
 
Chapter 13 
Almost all the walls have been completed within two months – to put this in perspective, it 
was exponentially less than the time it took us to complete the paperwork. The task was 
completed despite unfavorable weather with frequent rainfall. We expect to complete and 
handover the school to the management team before the monsoon.  
 



 

 



 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 

 
Some images from the construction process 
 
As of June 7, 2018, the walls for two rooms are complete, 
and the two rooms are almost complete. We expect to 
complete construction in the next two months. However, 
as has been the case throughout this story, it is fraught 
with complications. Although March through June are 
meant to be dry and hot with a few spring thunderstorms, 
this year, it has rained almost every day in this period, 
even before the commencement of the monsoon. Soon, 
the road to Yamgaon will be untraversable, and the village 
will be blocked off till the end of the monsoon.  


