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THE PROJECT
The project aimed to introduce a new, efficient, low cost, and safe building
technique using straw bales to Shivagadi village in the Kapilbastu district of Nepal,
an area that frequently faces flash floods, droughts, fires and earthquakes. The
project aimed to support a first time effort of constructing a straw bale building in
the area and help promote low cost, energy efficient and earthquake-safe
buildings in highly seismic-prone Nepal.
This Straws of Steel project will pilot a special building construction technique
using straws, packed tightly into rectangular bundles as walls, instead of bricks or
concrete. Straw bale houses are light and energy efficient. They are easy to build,
structurally sound and have low disaster risks. They are, above all, low cost,
energy efficient, environmentally safe, and have a low carbon footprint. The
houses are also well insulated, as well as highly fire resistant.

Implementation in Kathmandu and
Shivagadi
•My first month in Kathmandu was spent working on the small pilot building with ISET-N. We built a load-bearing
straw bale building within the premise of their office, using this new technology for the first time in Nepal. This was a
learning process with a lot of trial and error and required a lot of patience.
•While working on the pilot I made contact with the members of the Manakamana Cooperative and we decided on a
location for the building and decided upon the dates for the rest of the project .
•On visiting the site we also decided to finish off the building the Cooperative already had on their site, a 1200 sq. ft.
building which had pillars and a foundation raised already and decided that a frame-based straw bale house would be
more ideal.

Why Kapilbastu?
Post conflict Fractured Community:
From 1996 to 2006 Nepal went through a decade long civil war between the
government and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists). In 2007, after the end
of the Maoist insurgency and war, Kapilbastu experienced a lot of communal riots
between hill and plains dwelling people. The Straw Bale initiative was aimed at
promoting harmony in the community that has been divided and disturbed from
the decade long insurgency and the communal troubles that followed. The project
was expected to provide an opportunity for the fractioned community to come
together to build cheaper and safer community structures.
Poverty:
With a multi-ethnic composition and increasing immigration to India and to Gulf
countries, the district faces many internal socio-economic challenges. The main
challenge facing Kapilbastu is low social and economic development.. The straw
bale building technique could encourage people to pursue this alternative house
building method as an economic enterprise.
Need for Sturdy Structures:
Kapilbastu faces threats from floods, droughts, epidemics, and earthquakes. The
straw bale structures can withstand many of these dangers, providing relatively
inexpensive housing using local materials and labor.
With the help of Institute for Social and Environmental Transition-Nepal (ISET-N),
a research organization in Kathmandu that is attempting to develop this building
technology in Nepal with funding support from the American Red Cross (ARC),
and Rural Self Reliance Development Center (RSDC), a non-governmental
organization helping rural individuals and households organize into small
cooperatives to implement money making activities, I expected the pilot to
generate lessons to replicate the approach on a wider scale in the district as well
the country. My expectations were for the village cooperative to build a low cost,
energy efficient, earthquake safe office; for the members of the cooperative to
acquire skills to build straw bale houses and gain knowledge about its costs and
benefits; and for the village of Shivagadi community to share and learn effective
ideas for economic and social development.

•At the end of June I went back to Shivagadi along with members from ISET-N. We held a presentation session on the
first day, explaining what exactly we were going to do and how we were going to do it. The turnout was better than we
hoped for, with at least a hundred people showing up; women at large, due to the greater percentage of the male
population having gone elsewhere for employment, and busy in their fields. The next couple of days we focused on
teaching the how to make the straw bales to as many locals as possible.

•The monsoon was a huge factor concerning time during the course of the project. All the members of the cooperative
were providing their voluntary support towards the project and monsoon was the time for plantation; one of the most
important times of the year for a farmer. Hence we were not able to progress as much as we would have liked to.
•Building the bales was very laborious and time consuming work . The cooperative had groups of women in Samuhas
work in making bundles for the bales, and we hired workers to work on compressing and tying the bales.
•As soon as the locals were done with their fieldwork and enough bales were made I headed back to Shivagadi from
Kathmandu again, to teach the members of the cooperative how to raise walls.
•During the visit we helped the cooperative raise an inside wall. This was a different technique than the one we had
used in the pilot building in Kathmandu and required a little tweaking of strategies. We managed to raise an inside
wall, away from rain that may come inwards, teaching the techniques as well as sharing ideas.
•I sat down with the cooperative and after a cost analysis, separated funds for an outhouse with a septic tank and a
hand pump as well.

CONCLUSION
Challenges and Highlights
Other than the delay with the monsoon, the project went very well. The most
important aspect of working with straw is not to get it wet and the summer rain did not
help. It also presented a challenge for earthen plastering, that needed low humidity, as we
learned from the pilot building which took a long time to dry.
The people of the Manakamana Cooperative really took the technology in well and
saw great potential in it. They were able to identify this new technology as a new skill for
livelihood development and were even considering using it for alternative purposes such as
making furniture with the bales. They were pleased and somewhat astonished as to how
useful these bales could be, even though most of their houses were built of straw, and were
quite eager to see the finished product. There were countless local reporters and members
of nearby villages curious about the project and wanted to see and use the new technology
as well. And the cooperative members were able to pinpoint this new know-how could be
used as a mechanism for interactions with more people in the area. This new skill and
knowledge can now be shared and exported to different villages and lead to more dialogue
and harmony in Southern Nepal.
Future Prospects:
With such a level of acceptance of a new technology it seems that in time this idea
can spread to further parts of Nepal. The building has not been completed yet, and is in the
process of being so with the members of the Manakamana Cooperative still actively
working on it. I, along with ISET-N, will further spread the outcome of the project through
various media outlets once the building is complete. The next step for forwarding straw
bales in Nepal is to make a couple of more pilot projects and have more test cases across
varied geographies. Working with people from Shivagadi really did put a positive spin on
introducing straw bales to Nepal. Their enthusiasm , ability to learn and improvise with
materials so local to them was very uplifting and gave an impression that this idea of straw
bale houses in Nepal may have a future.
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