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Kailash and the Third Pole: From Sacred Geography

to Shared Responsibility
By: Galab Bahadur Dhungana

For thousands of years, long before modern borders
divided the Himalayas, Mount Kailash has stood at
the center of one of humanity’s most remarkable
sacred geographies. In the Hindu imagination it be-
came the abode of Shiva and Parvati, representing
consciousness and energy, stillness and creation.
Buddhists, Jains and followers of Bon developed their
own profound relationships with the same moun-
tain. Yogis and pilgrims approached it almost as a
mystical library, a place where knowledge was
sought through silence, meditation and transcen-
dence. Modern science has since revealed a physi-
cal dimension to what these traditions expressed
through reverence. Kailash sits within the Tibetan
Plateau, Hindu Kush, Karakoram and Himalayan
system known as the Third Pole, the greatest con-
centration of snow and ice outside the Arctic and
Antarctic and a water tower for much of Asia.

Nepal belongs intimately to both sides of that story, the sa-
cred and the physical. Its relationship with Kailash is not
merely that of a modern transit country carrying pilgrims
across a border. The medieval Khasa Malla kingdom, rooted
in the Karnali region of what is now western Nepal, extended
across Guge, Purang and Gangri, the country around Kailash,
Manasarovar and Rakshastal, binding the Karnali world to the
Tibetan Plateau. Trade, pilgrimage and religious exchange
continued across the Himalayan passes long after that king-
dom disappeared. The 1856 Treaty of Thapathali formalized
substantial Nepali trading and diplomatic privileges in Tibet. A
century later, the 1956 Nepal-China agreement ended that older
treaty framework while formally recognizing trade, travel and
pilgrimage across the Nepal-Tibet border. None of this cre-
ates a modern territorial claim. It establishes something more
relevant today. Kailash and the Himalayan system surround-
ing it are part of Nepal’s historical geography as well as its
ecological future.

That ecological future is now in danger. The wider Hindu Kush
Himalayan region stretches some 3,500 kilometers across eight
countries and feeds ten of Asia’s great rivers, the Indus, Ganges,
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Brahmaputra, Mekong, Salween, Irrawaddy, Yangtze, Yellow,
Tarim and Amu Darya. Together, these rivers sustain the water,
food, energy and livelihoods of nearly two billion people from
Central Asia and China through the Indo-Gangetic plains to South-
east Asia. Yet this water tower is warming fast. Himalayan gla-
ciers disappeared roughly 65 percent faster between 2011 and
2020 than in the decade before, and on current emissions trajec-
tories could lose up to 80 percent of their present volume by
2100. Floods, landslides, unstable glacial lakes and shifting river
flows will carry those consequences downstream, threatening
water, food and energy security across much of Asia.

The recent catastrophe in Nepal should bring that danger into
focus. A massive collapse of rock and glacial ice high in the Hi-
malayan system turned almost instantly into a devastating flood
downstream. Nepal has its own obligations here. It must build
more carefully, conduct real geological and environmental assess-
ments, and strengthen early warning systems. But Nepal did not
create global warming. Its share of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions is around one-tenth of one percent, even as it sits beneath
one of the world’s most rapidly changing mountain systems.

The larger accounting has to be honest in both directions. The
industrialized West still carries the greatest historical responsibil-

ity for the carbon already in the atmosphere.
But China and India are no longer latecom-
ers. In 2024, China accounted for roughly 32
percent of global fossil-fuel CO emissions,
the United States 13 percent, and India 8 per-
cent. Historical and present responsibility dif-
fer, but neither can be waived. Both create
obligations toward countries that contributed
least to this crisis and face some of its grav-
est consequences.

China and India carry a particular regional re-
sponsibility. They are major contemporary
emitters, major beneficiaries of the rivers the
Third Pole sustains, and two of the powers
best placed to lead a regional response. No
single nation can protect a system this vast.
Asia needs a common Himalayan framework built around real-
time data sharing, joint monitoring of glaciers and unstable
slopes, coordinated early warning and disaster response,
shared infrastructure standards, and climate financing for vul-
nerable mountain states. The foundation already exists. In
2020, all eight Hindu Kush Himalaya countries endorsed greater
cooperation and agreed to consider a regional institutional
mechanism. What Nepal, China and India owe the region now
is not another declaration, but the political will to make that
commitment real.

Kailash draws these threads into one place. For the pilgrim it
has always meant consciousness and transcendence. For Nepal
it is part of a trans-Himalayan history older than any modern
border. For science it stands at the heart of a system nearly
two billion people depend on to live. Our ancestors had no
satellites or climate models, yet they treated these mountains,
rivers and lakes as sacred. They expressed human depen-
dence on nature through reverence. Modern science now dem-
onstrates the scale of that dependence. Protecting Kailash
and the Himalayas it anchors is no longer only a spiritual
or environmental question. It is a shared responsibility of
every government and person whose future runs through
these mountains.

Great Challenges for achieving the millennium e Rt {1 x s et

development goals and targets in Nepal

Several Heads of the State when they met at a session of
the United Nations General Assembly in September 2000 made a new
pledge and commitment for uplifting the general prosperity and hu-
man development. The Millennium Declaration adopted by 147 Heads
of State on 8 September 2000 reaffirms the Commitment of the rich
and the poor countries to eliminate extreme poverty and ensures the
right to development for everyone. The Millennium Declaration makes
a solemn pledge “to free men, women and children from the object
and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty.” The Declaration
provides a clear and targeted vision with a shared responsibilities
and commitment among nations towards universal human rights,
Justice and social uplifiment. That gave rise to specific goals and
targets, in the form of “Millennium Development Goals” and coun-
tries were invited to fulfil those targets within a time frame. The
target in 2015, The Millennium Development Goals also specifies on
the need for a special global partnership and calls for concrete con-
tribution from nations and societies towards peace, prosperity and
economic security with improved quality of life for all human beings.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDG) which aims to
reduce extreme poverty and hunger, achieve universal primary edu-
cation, promote gender equality and empower women, reduce child
mortality, improve maternal health, combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and
other diseases, ensure environmental sustainability and develop a
global partnership for development should not remain as mere sol-
emn pledge, but should be pursued and materialized within nations

through active cooperation and contributions from
all sections of the society. The fulfillment goals
are citizens and communities responsibilities in
transforming social structure for better human liv-
ing by creating a new more just and less impover-
ished and secure global order.

Beside the other countries there are the
goals and targets of Nepal.

1. Goal 1: Eradicate Extreme Poverty and
Hunger.

Target 1: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of
people whose income is less than $1/day.

Target 2: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of
people who suffer from hunger.

2. Goal2: Achieve Universal Primary Education
Target 3: Ensure that by 2015, children everywhere, boys
and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of pri-
mary schooling.

3. Goal 3: Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women
Target 4: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and second-
ary education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of educa-
tionno later than 2015.

4. Goal 4: Reduce Child Mortality
Target 5: Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the
under-5 mortality rate.

development goals and targets in Nepal

Ramesh Chandra Neupane
Public Health Specialist

5. Goal 5: Improve Maternal Health
Target 6: Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015,
the maternal mortality ratio.

6. Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria, and Other Diseases
Target 7: Have halted by 2015, and begun to reverse, the
spread of HIV/AIDS.

Target 8: Have halted by 2015, and begun to reverse, the
incidence of malaria and other major diseases.
Target 9: Integrate the principles of sustainable develop-
ment into country policies and programs and reverse the
loss of environmental resources.
Target 10: Halve by 2015, the proportion of people without
sustainable access to safe drinking water.
Target 11: By 2020, achieve a significant improvement in
the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers.
For achieving these goals and targets Government of Nepal should
plan along with 16™ annual program.
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