
Learning from an Ineligible 
Complaint in Nepal

The Project and Its 
Institutional Arrangements
The Urban and Environmental Improvement Project (UEIP) aims to 
bring about sustainable urban development in nine municipalities 
in Nepal by improving essential infrastructure and services and by 
strengthening relevant institutions. As a result of the project, personal 
hygiene, environmental sanitation, and overall quality of life are 
expected to improve. The UEIP was delegated to ADB’s Nepal Resident 
Mission (NRM) in May 2005. The nine municipalities are each 
run by a chief executive officer, under the overall guidance of local 
representatives of political parties, in the absence of an elected mayor. 
The municipalities are the implementing agencies for the UEIP, and 
a project implementation unit was established within each. In seven 
municipalities, the project manager is deputed from the Department of 
Urban Development and Building Construction (DUDBC) in the Ministry 
of Physical Planning and Works. Kathmandu Metropolitan City and 
Hetauda Municipality have their own project managers, and 
staff deputed from DUDBC work as project advisors.



Receipt of a Complaint

Meeting with DUDBC

Maternity clinic under construction

The Office of the Special Project Facilitator (OSPF) 
received a letter in January 2007 from the 
Barhaghare Tole Locality Development Organization 
(BTLDO), a community-based organization, 
requesting that a wastewater and sewage treatment 
plant planned for construction under the UEIP be 
relocated and that the invitation to bid be cancelled. 
The letter stated that BTLDO had repeatedly raised 
objections with the municipality and had also raised 
the issue in a letter to NRM. The letter to OSPF was 
drawn up following OSPF’s Information Guide, and 
the matter was also the subject of a concurrent letter 
to NRM signed by 575 persons. The complainants 
objected to the plant because the area was planned 
to become a tourist spot, and it was only 50 meters 
from a proposed maternity clinic and 200 meters 
from a densely populated area. The complainants 
were concerned that the plant would undermine 
human health and the environment. 

OSPF acknowledged and registered the complaint 
and fielded a mission to determine whether the 
complaint was eligible for the consultation phase 
of the ADB Accountability Mechanism. Meetings 
were held with the NRM project officer and the 
director general and staff of DUDBC. The mission 
visited the project site and interviewed signatories 
to the complaint, municipal officials, project staff, 
and project consultants. The mission noted that 
the residents’ fear of negative consequences from 
the proposed plant was due mainly to lack of 
understanding of the technology and to their bad 
prior experiences with the municipality. 

The complaint was found to be ineligible because the 
complainants had not addressed their concerns first 
to the ADB operations department responsible for 
the project, which is required before availing of the 

The mission noted that the residents’ 
fear of negative consequences from 
the proposed plant was due mainly 
to lack of understanding of the 
technology and to their bad prior 
experiences with the municipality



Interviewing signatories to the complaint

BTLDO’s decision to complain, and further to lodge 
the complaint directly with OSPF at ADB’s headquar-
ters in Manila, can be traced to problems with infor-
mation dissemination and disclosure; consultation, 
participation, and representation; relationships and 
trust; and reputation and values of local communities.

to complain to OSPF. The mission informed the 
complainants that they might bring their complaint to 
OSPF at a later date if they are still dissatisfied after 
working with the operations department to solve their 
problem. But BTLDO was adamant about relocation 
of the plant, and there appeared to be no possibility 
that the subproject could be renegotiated with this 
community. The municipality decided to go ahead 
with the decentralized system for sewage treatment, 
with individual treatment plants for four separate 
subsystems instead of the original centralized 
plant. Because the treatment plant proposed for 
the complainants’ ward had been rejected by the 
local people, this subsystem was dropped, and the 
municipality decided to construct individual plants for 
the three other subsystems.

Factors Influencing the Community’s 
Decision to Complain

Information Disclosure and Dissemination. 
Community members were confused between a 
wastewater/sewage pipeline subproject component 
and the reed bed treatment plant (RBTP)1 intended 
for their community. Some community members had 
reportedly seen a waste treatment plant in Pokhara 
and had experienced foul odors up to 1 kilometer 
away. They were therefore reluctant to believe the 
project consultant concerning technical details. The 

consultant’s slide show was poorly understood. 
Women, certain castes, and ethnic minorities had 
the least accurate information and the greatest 
lack of awareness of the project. Communities 
were very interested in the costs and locations 
of subprojects, and their representatives felt that 
essential information on the exact size and scale of 
the subprojects had not been clearly articulated. The 
executing agency, however, was of the opinion that 
the costs and the area required for the project had 
been correctly communicated.

Consultation, Participation, and Representation. 
Work on the final design had begun in February 
2006. Approaches to communities started in 2006 
during the initial environmental assessment (IEE), 
when physical land surveying had already been 

Accountability Mechanism. A representative of BTLDO 
had in fact taken a letter to NRM but did not agree 
to meet with the ADB project officer, opting instead 

1 A reed bed treatment plant is a biological wastewater treatment technology that mimics processes found in natural wetland ecosystems,
utilizing wetland plants, soils, and their associated microorganisms to remove contaminants from wastewater.



undertaken in the field. Mass meetings were held 
to select five members from each ward for a user 
committee. While 21 meetings were held with 
these community representatives between May 
and December 2006, at which elements of design 
were discussed, all duly documented in minutes, 
the communities did not feel that they had been 
understood or consulted by the municipality. The 
local representatives on the user committees may 
not have been in a position to consult meaningfully 
with their constituents. Opinions vary as to the 
representation of different castes and ethnic groups. 
It is unclear how women, the poor, and the illiterate 
were informed and consulted. According to the 
executing agency, members of the Chamber of 
Commerce were nominated as members of the 
user committees from the beginning. However, 
the community was unclear about the role of the 
Chamber of Commerce in the committees. 

Relationships and Trust. There had been a history of 
poor relations between BTLDO and the municipality: 
About 1 year before the complaint, the municipality 
approached BTLDO to request its agreement with 
the dumping of town garbage for 8–9 days in the 
forest area designated for the proposed sewage 
treatment plant, after which the municipality would 
remove or dispose of the garbage permanently. 
BTLDO consulted members of the community and 
agreed to the period of 9 days for dumping in the 
forest area. Despite frequent community requests to 
cease, the municipality continued to dump garbage 
in untreated piles for 9 months, causing bad smells 
and environmental pollution. Eventually, after 
considerable community pressure, the municipality 
ceased dumping and buried the garbage. BTLDO felt 
that the municipality had not kept to their agreement 
and had behaved in bad faith. Further initiatives 
to dump anything in the forest were therefore 
resisted by the community, as the expectation was 
that promises would not be kept. The community 
also had no confidence that the municipality could 
operate and maintain an RBTP. The community 

The community was afraid of becoming known as a dumping site and 
felt that development would be diverted from their ward

Communities were very interested 
in the costs and locations 
of subprojects, and their 
representatives felt that essential 
information on the exact size and 
scale of the subprojects had not been 
clearly articulated. The executing 
agency, however, was of the opinion 
that the costs and the area required 
for the project had been correctly 
communicated

The dump site



rejected a proposal to make familiarization visits to 
other plants, because they felt that they would be 
forced to agree if they went. 

Reputation and Values. The RBTP was supposed 
to be built in a forest area planted and owned by 
the municipality. Goats were being grazed in the 
forest, and firewood and food plants were collected 
there. The municipality had allowed the formation 
of a community forest user group to manage wood 
collection. The community had collected money to 
build and fence a park within the forest. The Lions 
Club was constructing the maternity clinic there, 
and the RBTP was to be close to it. The community 
thought that the forest area had tourism potential and 
was afraid that it would become known as the town 
dump site and that, as a consequence, development 
would be diverted elsewhere.

Actions Taken and 
Lessons Learned
NRM’s project officer considered the complaint as 
an opportunity to improve implementation and to 
avoid such complaints in the future. He fielded a 
review mission in March 2007 that included NRM’s 
social/environment officer. The mission discussed the 
safeguard requirements in detail, and the executing 
agency agreed to give adequate attention to early 
social and environmental safeguard assessment 
of subprojects and the posting of IEEs and 
resettlement plans on the website, proper information 
dissemination and consultation with affected groups, 
an effective conflict resolution and grievance redress 
mechanism, and a strengthened implementation and 
monitoring mechanism at the local level.

One year later, in June 2008, NRM and OSPF 
jointly organized a lessons learned workshop with 
participants coming from the executing agency, the 
implementing agency (the municipality), and other 

A community forest user group manages collection of firewood and 
food plants

Peaceful river banks have tourism potential

The community had collected money to build and fence a park 
within the forest



municipalities as well as ADB project staff. The 
participants agreed that appropriate information 
disclosure and dissemination, consultation and 
participation, representation, relationships and 
trust, and reputation and values were issues often 
overlooked or not taken seriously enough. They 
further stressed that “the human factor” contributes 
considerably to the success of a project—sometimes 
more than technical issues do. The participants 
in the workshop came up with additional factors 
contributing to the complaint. They stressed that the 
rapidly changing political scenario, frequent changes 
in leadership, and the absence of elected leaders at 
the municipal level also contributed to the people’s 
decision to submit the complaint to OSPF. 

The workshop participants also noted that there 
had been inadequate consultation prior to and 
during surveys, and a lack of full representation 
of the respective localities. They learned that the 
expectation and awareness levels of communities 
need to be properly managed—especially if there are 
long gaps between appraisal and implementation 
of a project. They recognized that they should have 
prepared a motivation package, since nobody is 
really keen to have a sewage treatment plant in his 
or her backyard. Both ADB and the government 
stressed that there should be awareness from an 
early stage of a project, that proper listening to the 
communities is needed, and that demands and 
requests need to be negotiated. They also stressed, 
however, that there had been flaws in the project 
planning and design, resulting in unforeseen and 
additional work during implementation. 

Design Issues. The workshop participants 
emphasized that the capacities of the Project 
Coordination Office and the project implementation 
units to address environmental and social safeguards 
had not been adequately assessed during the 
project design stage. There was an overall lack of 
in-depth understanding of ADB requirements on 
safeguard measures. Major differences between ADB 
requirements and country systems and practices, 

particularly in involuntary resettlement, compounded 
the problem. The loan agreement mentions the 
necessity of preparing individual resettlement plans, 
and the need for consultations with stakeholders 
on the environmental mitigation measures, but 
a capacity assessment of the executing and 
implementing agencies was not done. There was 
no resource allocation for the implementation of 
safeguard policies. Consultations with communities 
on specific subproject proposals were not sufficiently 
detailed during project preparatory activities. 

Implementation Issues. The project documents state 
that there would be a small and temporary impact 
on the environment that could be easily mitigated. 
They also state that land acquisition and resettlement 
were most unlikely. According to the loan agreement, 
however, ADB’s Handbook on Resettlement was 
to be followed, and individual resettlement plans 
were to be prepared. The IEE states that “the project 
is not expected to adversely affect any cultural or 
recreational resources but will increase the existing 
quality of life values.” The IEE also states that “the 
study team visited the site to identify the potential 
impacts, both positive and negative, of the project 
[…and that they] met local people of different sectors 
and conducted meetings, brainstorming sessions, 
field examinations.” The executing and implementing 
agencies were not aware that social assessments 
needed to be prepared for each subproject. After 

Both ADB and the government 
stressed that there should be 
awareness from an early stage of a 
project, that proper listening to the 
communities is needed, and that 
demands and requests need 
to be negotiated



Group discussion at lessons learned workshop

learning from this experience, social assessments 
are now being prepared, and the executing and 
implementing agencies are showing flexibility in 
designing and modifying designs for subprojects 
after listening to the communities. This has been 
done with RBTPs, where reed bed units have been 
reduced to optimize the space they are occupying, or 
septic tanks have been closed to respond to the odor 
problem. User committees have been formed and 
consulted at the ward level. These committees invite 
political parties and representatives of community-
based organization for discussions and decide on 
subprojects. Exposure visits to other RBTPs have 
also been organized. One ward requested not to 
construct an RBTP, and that ward was dropped. 
Social mobilization, meanwhile, starts early on, and 
nongovernment organizations have taken over the 
awareness raising and mobilization of communities 
in some of the municipalities. They help in exploring 
communities’ interests and needs and make sure 
that user committees are more inclusive. Grievance 
mechanisms have also been established in the 
municipalities.

After learning from this experience, 
social assessments are now being 
prepared, and the executing and 
implementing agencies are showing 
flexibility in designing and modifying 
designs for subprojects after listening 
to the communities. User committees 
have been formed and consulted at 
the ward level

Complaints as Opportunities
Complaints are often erroneously viewed as problems that are better avoided. The experience with this case 
illustrates that a complaint, taken seriously, can supply important information about a project and lead to 
improvements in implementation. The BTLDO perceived a problem and called attention to it by approaching 
OSPF. Although the complaint did not meet the eligibility criteria of ADB’s Accountability Mechanism, the 
concerned project officer looked into the situation carefully and found deficiencies in consultation and 
community participation. Based on these findings, the implementation approach under the project was 
modified, and increased attention was devoted to information dissemination, consultation, and participation. 
Stakeholders felt that, overall, the project benefited from these changes, and its implementation improved. 
The learning occasion afforded when a community highlights a problem can be valuable: complaints can be 
opportunities.
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