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Abstract

This study focuses on three Tibetan refugee settlements founded in the early 1960s by the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Nepal: in Kathmandu, Pokhara and
Chialsa. Soon after their foundation, handicraft centers specializing in the production of
Tibetan carpets were established in all three settlements. From 1963 onwards, Swiss
Development Aid supported local production and international marketing of the carpets
produced, through a program called the Swiss Association for Technical Assistance Handi-
craft Centers (SATA Handicraft Centers). This successful working approach was soon
adopted by the Nepalese people and, in the late 1970s to the early 1980s, there was a
significant boom in Nepal’s carpet industry. Unfortunately, this trend ended abruptly in the
mid-1990s.

Swiss engagement with the Tibetans did not come as a surprise. When the first refugees
had arrived in Kathmandu in 1960, a Swiss employee of the Nepalese government was
living in the city, as well as a Swiss specialist from the Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) together with his wife, a textile specialist. In collaboration with other expatriates
there, they helped to improve the situation and finally motivated the ICRC to provide
support for the refugees. Three years later, the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (SDC), supported by the Swiss relief organization Helvetas, took over the
administration of the technical construction work that had become essential, aiming to help
the Tibetan refugees and their settlements become economically independent.

The idea for this book emerged during an exhibition on Tibetan carpets held at the
Ethnographic Museum of the University of Zurich from October 2008 to November 2009.
In addition, it is based on ethnological field research in these three Tibetan settlements in
Nepal, which took place during March and April 2011. The methods of systematic
observation and structural interviewing were applied in order to investigate the perspective
of the Tibetan refugees within the SATA program. To complete the overall research
picture, former Swiss employees who had worked in Nepal from the late 1950s to the early
1970s were also interviewed, and relevant specialist literature was consulted.

Reviewing the history of Swiss development cooperation in Nepal, it becomes evident
that the Swiss motivation for this engagement underwent a major paradigm shift. This study
identifies and analyzes these changes and their consequences. A significant conclusion of
this research is that there was a shift in Swiss motivation during the 1950s, when it changed
from acting essentially in Switzerland’s own economic interests, towards applying a new
cooperative approach that was based on the credo Hilfe zur Selbsthilfe (help to self-help).
This paradigm shift enabled the education of Tibetan managers in the SATA program, so
that they could manage the new settlements and handicraft centers without the need for
ongoing Swiss assistance. This development created a differentiation of traditional views
on leadership within the exiled community. Ultimately, the Tibetan people were success-
fully integrated into Nepal, partially because of the education provided by the SATA
program, but mainly due to the economic independence which it gave them.
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