What COVID-recovery policies for Ladakh? A preliminary
screening.
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Summary

The world COVID-19 pandemic has created several socio-economic issues for societies across the globe.
Governments are now creating stimulus packages that aim at supporting communities in the recovery process.
This report looked at the region of Ladakh with its specific characteristics and recent changes and identified
intervention areas and modality that could bring more benefit to the local communities.

Introduction

The recent worldwide pandemic of COVID-19 has created several issues for societies across the globe: health
hazards, shrinkage of economic output, loss of jobs and damages to the social and psychological aspects of
society. The pandemic has also generated the opportunity to re-think our society and propose policies that
initiate significant changes towards a more sustainable society. Given the current state of emergency and the
momentum created by recent events, there is a risk of proposing recovery policies that apply a one-fit-all
solution and do not address the specific characteristics of different areas. For this reason, this report aims at
proposing a first screening of policies based on the specific characteristics of this region.

At this moment of time Ladakh is a region of particular interest due to the recent change that made it an
Union Territory and the growing geo-political importance linked to the escalation of tension between China and
India. Therefore there seems to be a “policy window” (Kingdon, 2003) due to the alignment of several goals:
the need to re-launch economies in the post-COVID era, the need to address climate change by increasing
resilience of communities, the need to show that the recent administrative change will bring positive change,
the need for the central government to keep control and good relation towards a strategic region.

The report tries to look at what possible areas of intervention could be address to meet the previously
mentioned needs. Section one gives a concise overview on key issues that could act as policy drivers; section
two tried to identify areas for policy intervention that could better align with the identified drivers; section
three proposes recommendation and draws some conclusion.
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Figure 1: View of Ladakh and adjacent areas involved in political dispute with China and Pakistan

1. Literature review

This section looks at some key aspects will likely act as drivers for policy change . Some of them are related
to macro-trends (COVID impact and climate change) while others are specific to Ladakh (new administrative
setup, socio-economic background) or India (increased geo-political importance). These drivers were then
used to identify possible areas of intervention (Section 3).

COVID impact

Regarding public health, in this region COVID-19 had serious consequences with 21,000 cases and 290 deaths
(covid19india.org/state/LA ). Disaggregated data on the economic impact for this region could not be found
but it is clear that major impact was felt in the tourism sector (Sharma and Rigzin, 2021), migrant workers
and likely caused a retraction in the economy and loss of jobs. As a reference, at national level these events
were estimated at 8% and 11 million (Pradhan and Ghosh, 2021). From an environmental perspective the
pandemic has reduced the impact on the biosphere on the short-term but on long-term could produce negative
results by postponing policies in favour of sustainability (Pradhan and Ghosh, 2021). In relation to policy-
making, post-COVID recovery can offer a unique opportunity given the general agreement on creating and
enforcing policies for “building back better”. Despite intention, what seems to emerge is that only a small
fraction (4%) of COVID recovery measures in India have been linked to the improvement of sustainability
(O’Callaghan, 2020). Table 1 shows the partitioning of the proposed COVID recovery plan (approximately
20B$ out of 478B$ of total spending).

Recent administrative changes

Since October 2019 Ladakh became a Union Territory (UT) as a result of an historical process that aimed
at detaching it from Jammu-Kashmir (J&K) (van Beek, 1998; Chowdhary, 2021) that started in the second
half of the XX century. This change has three main consequences: the UT is now under direct governance


https://www.covid19india.org/state/LA

Table 1: partitioning of the recovery fund for India

Amount
Sector (Billion $)
Garib Kalyan Rozgar Abhiyaan 5.29
Animal disease control 1.75
Securing oil reserve 0.35
Support coal mining sector 6.58
urban housing policy 2.4
Funding afforestation and plantation work: 0.79
Animal husbandry Infrastructure developn 1.98
Efforts to minimize agricultural waste 0.81

(Source O’'Callagham 2021)

of the Union of Government of India (1) and whether this is a positive or negative situation will highly
depend on the policies implemented; with the separation from J&K several opportunities , as access to higher
education facilities and a larger job market, are not available (2) and have created gaps that could be used as
opportunities (3). This new condition creates constraints but also opportunity for positive change since there
are big expectations for this long-awaited change.

Attitude of Central Government

Historically, the attitude towards Ladakh from central government authorities has revolved around the ideas of a
remote and backward area (Chowdhary, 2021). Recent increase in tension between India and China suggests
a stronger interest from a geo-political perspective from the central government towards this area (civils-
daily.com, 2021; Sheng, 2021) also causing large infrastructure projects (Sharma 2021, Week 2021, ETnews
2021, Dash 2021). Additionally it should be noticed that relation between government army and local com-
munities is, unlike Kashmir, generally positive. This can increase the consideration of this region in the eye
of the Central Government and possibly cause action at policy level.

Socio-economic background of Ladakh

The economy of Ladakh is mostly based on agriculture that occupies most of the population ("70%), there
is an increasing interest in horticulture (apricots, apples and seabuckthorn) aiming at creating goods (fruit,
dried fruit, juices) to be sold to tourist and export to the national market (LAHDC, 2015). The cultivable
land is limited to “0.3% (Fox et al., 1994) by water location and availability. Irrigation is provided by
canals/khuls (Angchok, 2006). Animal husbandry is another important pillar for the livelihood of the local
population. It is common for households to combine a mixed mountain agriculture and animal husbandry to
mitigate risks and ensure livelihoods (figure 2). Socio-economic changes were found to happen mostly in area
connected to transport infrastructure (Dame and Schmidt, 2019; Niisser and Schmidt, 2012) while remote
areas tend to remain the same (Dame and Mankelow, 2010).

Since Ladakh opening in 1974, international and mostly national tourism has increased in the past three
decades (Geneletti and Dawa, 2009; Pelliciardi, 2016). There are three main type of attractions: nature and
wildlife, adventure activity and religious sites. Therefore the preservation of the natural and built environment
is an important aspect for this sector of economy.

Education is a sector where Ladakh already had deficiencies prior to COVID: the average literacy rate is 77%
(male 86% and female 63%) not worse than other comparable areas of India but the quality of education is
the main issue. Data from 2011 on the passing of exam for Class X, showed a large disparities between passing
rate in government school (28%) versus private institutions (90%) (Richard, 2015). Interestingly, enrolment
in public schools is made up almost totally of pupils from rural areas. The search for quality higher education
would push young Ladakhis to move to J&K since only two colleges existed in the region (LAHDC, 2017).
The recent administrative change has decrease the access to these institution (that are now part of another
state) and caused the creation of a university in Leh (Chowdhary, 2021).
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Figure 2: Economy of a household in Zanskar region. It can be observed how differentiated the income and
livelihood is. This allows for mitigation of agricultural risk and seasonal variation (Dame 2011).

Climate change

The recent COP26 meeting brought, once more, the attention to climate change. The impact of climate
change in the region is unclear. This is due to the topographic complexity of the region, paucity of data, and
different methodologies used in the assessments, (Wester, 2019; Das and Meher, 2019). Studies have found
increasing trend in temperature increase (Bhutiyani et al., 2007), a decreasing in cryosphere (Schmidt and
Nisser, 2017; Nisser et al., 2019) but not in regards to precipitation (Chevuturi et al., 2016). This means
that there is no single likely future and actions in the present and near future may be crucial.

The available funding targeting climate change mitigation (OECD, 2021; Garg et al., 2021) could be used to
address chronic issues of Ladakh (low electrification coverage, use of non renewable energy sources) but also
to improve energy efficiency, disaster response and take the opportunity of training new professional for these
emerging sectors.

2. Findings

From the contextual analysis previously shown four key drivers seem to emerge: COVID response (1), an
increased attention from the Central Government (2) caused by the recent administrative change and increased
geopolitical interest, climate change and climate adaptation (3) and the general will to develop Ladakh
especially in those sectors where gaps exist (4). Two additional factors were added aimed at evaluating the
actual impact of the intervention on the short term (5) and on the amount of capital spent directly in the
region and by import (6). Seven areas of possible policy intervention were then evaluated using the previously
mentioned six criteria (Table 2).

Different Out of these six criteria, Three factors received a higher weight: alignment with recovery fund
because the exceptional availability of stimulus packages should not be missed; short term benefit because the
aim of this investigation was on evaluating intervention on this time range; capital spent locally because this
aspect is often overlooked in development and remote areas intervention often causing unexpected outcomes.

The results from the analysis showed three clusters of activities based on how well they are aligned with



the criteria. The interventions that showed less alignment were those on transport infrastructure . This is
mostly due to the long time span required for their completion and the small direct-benefit that they bring
since contractors are coming from other parts of India leaving only low-paid opportunities for locals and
migrant workers. If a long-term perspective was adopted this result could be different even if impacts of
road is debated (Bardecki, 2009). A second cluster includes intervention in education, disaster reduction and
tourism. These activities were lacking in one of the three most important factors: education and disaster
reduction on short term benefit, tourism on capital spent locally. Therefore, while still valid options, they have
not been included in the suggested intervention for short-term impact. The highest scoring cluster includes
interventions in energy, building and agriculture. Main features for this sector is the possibility of short term
return and spending reaching local actors. It is important to stress that these intervention will be beneficial
only if local resources and workers are targeted.

Table 2: decision chart for the evaluation of policy intervention areas. Six factors were considered with different weights and alignment to the
factor (3= completely aligned, 2= partially aligned, 1= not very aligned)

Disaster Transport

Decision factor Weight Education Building Energy Reduction Agriculture infrastructure Tourism
COVID-recovery funds 2 2 2 3 1 2 1 2
Political interest 1 2 2 2 1 2 3 1
Addressing climate

change and adaptation 1 ! 2 3 3 z i u
Addressing Ladakh

chronic issues 1 3 2 ¥ 9 3 @ A
Short term benefit 2 1 3 3 1 2 1 3
Capital spent in local

resources 8 g e 2 @ £ i 2
total 21 25 26 20 24 14 20

3. Recommendations

In order to achieve short-term impact, with tangible economic benefits to local communities using COVID
recovery funds and addressing climate change, the following recommendation are given:

Mode of intervention:

e ensure that intervention have a short-medium term benefit in order to initiate the recovery

e ensure that implementation of intervention can be done with the local available materials and capacity
in order to minimize transfer of capital to outside actors. This means preferring local low-tech solution
to others.

e use a multimodal approach to address multiple problems at the same time (ex. climate change mitigation
and job creation). See practical examples in (Phillips and Heilmann, 2021).

e use available funding not only to answer immediate needs but to reinforce local economies

Suggested areas for short-term impact:

e Off-grid energy systems: promote interventions that aim at increasing electrification from renewable
sources, increase efficiency at household scale, create capacity for management and maintenance of
installed systems. This last aspects aligns with the idea of creating new creating/reinforcing new
market frontiers (WEF, 2021).

e Housing upgrading: improve existing housing on energy aspects (thermal insulation, cooking), sanitation
(nature based solution), structural and appearance by using local manpower and techniques (see the
work of Sonam Wangchuk as an example in (Visvanathan, 2021)). Consider that building infrastructure
is also a historical, cultural and touristic asset (Rajashekariah and Chandan, 2013) . Ensure that
implementation of intervention can be done with the local available materials and capacity in order to
minimize transfer of capital to outside actors.

e Afforestation and animal husbandry: channel available funding such those for afforestation and animal
husbandry to improve resilience and robustness of local economies. This could also help to support
rural and nomadic communities.



4. Conclusion

Recent events that involved the worldwide COVID pandemic and administrative change to Union Territory
created a unique situation in the governance of Ladakh. While this poses additional challenges to the one
already existing in the region, the situation also offers new opportunities given the availability of recovery
funds and the more direct administrative structure.

Starting from an analysis of drivers for policy change, an initial screening of areas of policy interventions was
carried. Key criteria for selection included an alignment with the identified drivers and the likelihood of making
short-term impact on the economic situation of local communities. For this to happen, designing intervention
that use and match local resources and capacity is essential. Three areas were identified as more suitable to
achieve these goals: intervention on off-grid energy systems, upgrading of existing housing, strengthening of
ecological and socio-economic systems through afforestation and animal husbandry.
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