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 Executive summary

This policy briefing provides an overview of the issues facing 
Nepal’s media in the context of the country’s current political and 
development challenges. Based on more than 25 interviews with 
leading members of Nepal’s media, government, civil society and 
international development communities, the briefing also draws on 
public opinion research carried out by BBC Media Action. 

The media has played a vital role in the history of modern Nepal. 
During the time of the monarchy, and especially in the 1980s, 
newspapers constituted one of the few genuine checks on a ruling 
power that was otherwise unaccountable. During the decade-long 
Maoist insurrection in the late 1990s and early 2000s, media provided 
an essential platform for public debate through which democratic 
transition could ultimately emerge. Nepal’s unique and extensive 
community radio network was widely praised during the overthrow 
of the monarchy in 2006 for providing news and information and, 
in its appeals for peace, for helping to prevent the situation from 
degenerating into greater violence. The post-1990 and 2015 
constitutions both guaranteed freedom of expression and, despite 
the continued challenges inherent in protecting media freedom, 
the country is recognised for having one of the most open media 
systems in the region. Some 74% of Nepalis report that the media 
helps to hold government to account.

Despite these achievements, this briefing asks some searching 
questions. Is media holding power-holders to account in the way 
a democratic nation might expect and does it have the freedom to 
do so? Is media providing the foundation for an informed citizenry 
capable of sustaining and strengthening the fragile democracy so 
many Nepalis have sacrificed so much to build? Is the media uniting 
society, properly reflecting the diversity and grievances of people 
across the country, while providing the channels of dialogue that 
can enable individuals to understand each other? Or is media a 
driver of conflict? 

The people interviewed for this study did not give uniform responses 
to these questions.

For some, the mainstream media has become politicised, corrupted 
and co-opted, neutered in its ability to hold government to account. 
Others argue that the media is still relatively free and manages to 
reflect a diversity of opinion. But, they maintain, media freedom is 
under intensifying threat and needs better protection.

For some, Nepal’s famously extensive local community and 
commercial FM radio network, with over 450 stations, provides 
a vital foundation for democratic debate and accountability, in 
the context of the nation’s increasingly decentralised politics. For 
others, local radio has largely been captured by political, business, 
ethnic, criminal or other factional interests, stoking polarisation – 
and even hate – in an already politically divided society. 

Some respondents believe that national broadcast media, and 
especially the state broadcasters Radio Nepal and Nepal Television 
(NTV), are an analogue irrelevance in a country where mobile 
phone ownership (and with it internet access) is exploding and 
where a new constitution envisages devolving most decision-making 
to the provincial sphere. For others, a genuinely independent 
and revitalised national public service broadcaster, which could 
command trust across the country, might provide an invaluable 
mechanism to help hold a fragmented and divided society together. 

For some, donors and international non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) have co-opted the airwaves with content that too often 
means much to their funders but little to their audiences, and 
have failed to invest in the institutional strengthening of the media. 
They argue that the best journalists rarely stay in a profession that 
pays a fraction of what they can get working for a development 
organisation, and that the intellectual lifeblood of the country is being 
drained as key opinion-makers work for international, rather than 
national, players. Others argue that independent media is suffering 
a catastrophic market failure and that international support will be 
essential if there is any hope of media serving the interests of the 
public, rather than state, political or commercial interests.

This briefing is written principally for the international community 
that wants to understand the current reality of governance in Nepal 
and the role of media in it. The briefing does not pretend to capture 
the full complexity of Nepali media, politics or society.1 Its role is to 
reflect, rather than resolve, these divergent perspectives. It does 
not provide a blueprint for support to Nepali media.

But this briefing does reach one fundamental conclusion: the media 
of Nepal increasingly matters in shaping the culture, society and 
politics of a nation that deserves better. Any governance strategy 
that does not understand media’s role, or prioritise it within future 
support, is likely to fail.
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