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Executive Summary

The Himalayan University Consortium (HUC), established, hosted and funded by ICIMOD since its
onset in 2007, is undergoing a structured transition to become an independent legal entity, as
recommended by ICIMOD Board of Governors - Programme Advisory Committee (PAC) in December
2024. The first phase of this transition, from 1 January to 30 June 2025, aimed to ensure continued
hosting support, maintain Secretariat staffing, convening the General Assembly (GA) to decide on
legal independence, and demonstrate progress on PAC recommended concrete steps toward
securing a host institution or advancing legal registration.

During this period, ICIMOD upheld its commitments by providing hosting facilities, deploying an
interim Secretariat team, and ensuring continuity in programmatic activities. However, limited
coordination between the Steering Committee and the Secretariat impacted communication and the
smooth execution of programmatic and operational responsibilities. Although a virtual GA voting
process was held in April which resulted in a majority decision to pursue HUC's legal independence
and adopt revised governance documents, the process deviated from PAC’s recommended actions,
timeline and structure.

Efforts to identify a host institution were unsuccessful. While Tribhuvan University and Kathmandu
University expressed support for HUC's autonomy, both recommended hosting HUC by an
intergovernmental or international organization. Similarly, no tangible progress was made on legal
registration either, despite engaging a local law firm that proposed establishing HUC as an
intergovernmental organization—an approach estimated to take up to two years. In line with PAC
guidance, ICIMOD commissioned an independent review in late June to assess the progress made;
this review is currently underway.

Despite governance-related challenges, HUC successfully continued its collaborative programmatic
activities with ICIMOD’s strategic groups, advancing research, capacity building, and regional
engagement across several thematic areas.

To ensure effective progress in the next phase, it is recommended that roles and responsibilities
within the transition team be clarified and the operational modalities between HUC Secretariat and
Steering Committee be clearly aligned to PAC directives.

Background

The Himalayan University Consortium (HUC) was established by ICIMOD in 2007 to create a
knowledge network among HKH universities, fostering research collaboration and leadership in
mountain knowledge. ICIMOD hosted the HUC Secretariat and supported its staff and programmatic
activities from its outset. Over the past two decades, HUC has evolved into a network of over 100
institutional members from the HKH region and beyond. Additionally, around 300 early- and mid-
career researchers, students, and faculty members are individual members of the consortium.

Since early 2018, HUC, unlike other ICIMOD programs, has begun developing its separate structures
and mechanisms for governance, which eventually resulted in a misalignment of HUC activities with
ICIMOD's mission and programmatic results. With the inception of MTAP-V (2023-2026) in 2023,
ICIMOD commissioned an independent evaluation of the HUC to assess its overall contribution to
ICIMOD’s mission and programmatic results (outputs and outcomes) in line with its Strategy 2030
priorities. The evaluation recorded misalignment of HUC’s governance with ICIMOD as one clear
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finding, among others, including a lack of accountability towards ICIMOD, weak ownership among
HUC members, inadequate internal coordination and communication. The evaluation strongly
recommended realignment and more effective coordination and communication between ICIMOD
and HUC.

The Program Advisory Committee of the ICIMOD’s Board of Governors, in its December 2024
meeting, after attending the Interim HUC Steering Committee Chair’s presentation on the HUC
Roadmap to autonomy, a careful review of the HUC Evaluation Report and a thorough deliberation
on HUC situation, recommended a clear roadmap for HUC’s future course of action.

In the roadmap, the PAC recommended that;

1

2.

HUC becomes a fully independent organisation that can cooperate with ICIMOD in a partnership on
equal and mutually beneficial terms.

A two-phase transition process for HUC to achieve full legal independence from the current
institutional arrangement under full hosting by ICIMOD to full autonomy, with the following steps:

ICIMOD invites the HUC General Assembly, the highest governing body of the HUC, to its next
meeting in February to decide on becoming legally independent.

ICIMOD provides support to HUC during the two-phase transition process as the General Assembly
takes the decision to become legally independent.

The transition process would consist of two phases. During the first phase (from 1 January to 30 June
2025):

a.

ICIMOD would continue to provide its current hosting facilities to enable HUC to initiate the process
of identifying and agreeing with an organisation (such as a university or other) to host HUC or to
begin the legal registration process. And arrange for secretariat staff, including an acting Secretariat
Lead and a Program Associate, and can extend the existing consultancy (Shachi) until the end of June
2025.

In late June 2025, the ICIMOD management will commission an independent review, under PAC
guidance, to assess the progress made towards HUC’s independence. The PAC laid out the following
two options:

Option 1: Whether there have been ‘concrete steps taken’ in HUC’s path to independence. ‘Concrete
steps taken’ implies that another organisation has agreed formally (through a letter of agreement) to
host HUC during the transition and to take over the responsibilities and risks (with ICIMOD
continuing to make funding contributions); or HUC has managed to make strong progress on legal
registration and there is a documented progress that indicates certainty that legal registration will be
completed within six months of the June date. ICIMOD will support this process further, including
the handing over of accountabilities and responsibilities. This will be the second phase of the
transition. The terms of arrangement of the second phase will be decided by ICIMOD management,
which will also include the funding contribution.

Option 2: If the review concludes ‘that there is no concrete progress made till the end of phase 1, i.e.,
June 30, 2025, HUC is not ready to exist as an independent organisation. In that case, HUC will be
integrated as a network initiative in SG3 and HUC will no longer have external governance structures
and reporting lines.’
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PROGRESS (1 January to 30 June 2025)

This report outlines the progress made by the HUC Secretariat in implementing the PAC-
recommended actions as outlined in the roadmap mentioned above.

A. HUC Operational Activities

1. Hosting and staffing:

PAC Recommendation: “During the first phase of this transition period, ICIMOD would continue its
current hosting facilities. This would enable HUC to initiate the process of identifying and agreeing with
an organization (university or other) to host HUC or initiate the legal registration process.”

The PAC recommends the “ICIMOD management to arrange an acting HUC Secretariat Lead and an
acting Program Associate till June 2025, to ensure that the HUC programmatic work moves on
uninterrupted. This is an interim arrangement where there will be no change in the positioning and
internal reporting lines of HUC. The contract of the existing consultant can be extended till the end of
June 2025. ICIMOD will approve the Terms of Reference (ToR), and the consultant will support the two-
acting staff in HUC Secretariat as well as support the HUC Governance as required”.

Progress:

ICIMOD continued to host the HUC Secretariat, and provided all necessary facilities, fully
furnished and well-equipped office space, IT services, and Staff to enable HUC to initiate the
process of identifying and agreeing with an organisation to host HUC or initiate the legal
registration process.

ICIMOD appointed the Regional Lead as the Interim HUC Secretariat lead, hired and placed a
Senior Programme Associate (SSA) and extended HUC consultant’s contract from January 1 to
June 30, 2025, to ensure that HUC programmatic work moves on uninterrupted.

However, the senior HUC consultant rarely supported the Secretariat team on programmatic
activities. Rather she spent more than 57 percent of her time assisting interim chair in
implementing HUC roadmap, organizing SC and task team meetings, drafting minutes etc.

2. General Assembly

PAC Recommendation: “ICIMOD invites the HUC General Assembly - as the highest HUC
governance body - at their next meeting in February to make a decision on becoming legally
independent”.

Progress

2.1 ICIMOD planned to invite the HUC General Assembly in February 2025, but the HUC Steering
Committee (SC) deferred the General Assembly (GA) from February to April 2025 and
planned to organize a three-day HUC Summit in person, contrary to PAC directives, with an
estimated budget of over $80,000, from 16 to 18 April in Kathmandu. The University Grants
Commission (Nepal) and the Far Western University agreed to host the Summit.

Since the proposed Summit was not included in the ICIMOD Board-approved HUC plan and
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budget for 2025, ICIMOD, despite financial challenges, reallocated $20,000 from HUC
Programmatic activities to support the GA (HUC Secretariat's reply to Interim SC Chair_GA
funding from HUC programme_25 Mar 2025). However, the SC, in their meeting on 28
March, decided to cancel the Summit and undertake an email-based voting by GA members
to “take a decision on HUC’s future with or without ICIMOD” from 16 April to 30 April 2025
(Minutes of 28" March SC meeting).

After several requests from the Lead Secretariat, the HUC consultant (Shachi) shared the
draft ballot paper on 11 April. The Secretariat Lead and SG Head carefully reviewed the draft
ballot paper and found it vague, unclear, and imbalanced. We shared our feedback and
concerns with the HUC consultant and the SC Chair via email on April 14, 2025 (Secretariat’s
feedback on draft Ballot and SC Meeting Minutes of April 7, 2025).

However, the HUC consultant shared the draft ballot paper among consortium members
without addressing ICIMOD comments and corrections or prior approval on 14" April - two
days before the proposed voting date of 16™ April.

2.2 The email-based voting ended on 30 April, and the SC concluded the e-voting results on 6
May 2025 and reported that “36 out of 55 institutional members have submitted their votes
online and decided that “HUC will continue to operate as an academic network with its
governance structure, decision-making mechanisms, and independent legal status.” The
consortium members have also endorsed the SC membership, the Chair, and the
amendments made in the HUC Byelaws 2025 and the HUC Charter 2025.

3. Identifying a HOST Institution for HUC Secretariat:

PAC recommendation: “Concrete Steps by June 2025 implies, that another organization has agreed
formally (through a letter of agreement) to host HUC during the transition and to take over the
responsibilities and risks (with ICIMOD continuing to make funding contributions); or HUC has
managed to make strong progress on legal registration and there is a documented progress that
indicates certainty that legal registration will be completed within six months of the June date”.

Progress

Until June 30, HUC Steering Committee could neither identify nor secure a host institution. The
two premier universities in Nepal - Tribhuvan University and Kathmandu University, suggested
HUC to be hosted by an international or intergovernmental organisation.

e Prof Wagle, new Vice Chancellor of Kathmandu University offered his strongest support to
HUC's efforts in transitioning to become an independent academic network with a legal
registration but on the issue of hosting country and organisation, he suggested that HUC
Secretariat should be hosted by an intergovernmental or international organisation instead
of a nation-based university (KU letter No R.N. 02/1297/2081-082 of 18 March 2025)

e Prof. Khadga, Tribhuvan University’s acting vice chancellor, reviewed the amended HUC
Byelaws 2025 and amended HUC Charter 2025, but did not cast the vote. He suggested that
an international or intergovernmental organisation should host HUC in one of the HKH
countries where enabling conditions for international mobility and cooperation exist.
Perhaps he considered Nepal as the most enabling country to promote regional scientific

and educational cooperation (TU letter No. .. of 15 June 2025).

The Interim SC Chair, Dr Atta Ullah Shah, Dr Sara Noreen (SC member from Bangladesh) and
Shachi (HUC Consultant) visited the Secretariat of the Asia Pacific Association of Agricultural
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Research Institutions (APPARI) in Bangkok (Thailand), without any prior consultation with the
HUC Secretariat but there was neither any offer nor an agreement signed between APPARI and
SC to host the HUC (HUC SC meets DG APAARI)

Dr Shah, in one of his personal visits to China (17 Feb - 2 Mar 2025) also met with the University
of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (UCAS) leadership, who showed great interest in hosting
HUC Secretariat but subject to further evaluation and coordination with ICIMOD and relevant
ministries. However, in their subsequent meetings held on March 8 and May 6, the HUC
Steering Committee realized that moving HUC Secretariat to UCAS would take HUC far away
from the geographical area it serves.

Notably, the HUC consultant had ruled out the option of hosting HUC by an HKH university a
long time ago (HUC Consultant’s Note_Search for HUC secretariat host_03.02.2025.pdf).

4. Progress on HUC’s Registration as a legal entity

The HUC Steering Committee could not make any significant progress in registering HUC as a
legal entity either, in Nepal or elsewhere within and outside the HKH region by 30 June, as
envisaged by the PAC in their HUC’s roadmap for its transition. However, as usual, the Interim
SC chair blamed ICIMOD for not making any significant progress until April 3, 2025 (Interim SC

Chair’s letter to PAC Chair_Second Update on HUC Transition_04.03.2025.pdf).

The HUC senior Consultant on directives of the SC, later in May 2025, engaged the MS Gandhi
Associates - a Kathmandu-based law firm, for legal advice on HUC'’s registration as a legal entity
in Nepal. The firm has prepared a Legal Opinion document outlining all possible options to
registering HUC as a legal entity in Nepal and has recommended establishing HUC as an Inter-
governmental Organisation (IGO) based in Nepal, which as per this Law Firm may take 18-24
months depending on various external factors.

Since this was purely a HUC governance related matter, hence ICIMOD refrained from
becoming part of any governance bodies right from day one as recommended by the PAC.

5. HUC’s Independent Review

PAC recommendation: “In late June 2025, the ICIMOD management will commission an independent
review to assess the progress made towards independence of HUC. The PAC will provide guidance to this
independent review. If the review concludes that there have been concrete steps taken in HUC’s path to
independence, ICIMOD will support this process further including the handing over of accountabilities
and responsibilities. This will be the second phase of the transition. The terms of arrangement of the
second phase will be decided by ICIMOD management which will also include the funding contribution.”

The HUC Secretariat, in consultation with PAC Chair, ICIMOD Board’s Independent Evaluation
Unit and ICIMOD Management drafted the Terms of Reference for the Independent Review. We
shared the PAC chair approved final draft TOR with Prof Shah - interim SC Chair on June 20th for
his review. We did not receive any feedback from him within the given timeframe of 24 June
2025.

Considering the time constraints, ICIMOD’s HROD identified five potential candidates from its
consultancy roaster and shared with the PAC Chair. Esteemed PAC chair also recommended one
for this review. HROD invited all the six potential candidates to submit their proposals for the
Independent Review (List attached).
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Only two consultants showed up and submitted their proposals on time. A joint panel of HR, IEU
and HUC Secretariat, reviewed the proposals and awarded the contract to Mr. Dorendra Thapa.
The independent review is in progress and will be concluded by 15 July 2025.

The reviewer will submit his final draft report to DG ICIMOD on 15 July 2025.

HUC PROGRAMMATIC ACTIVITIES

PAC Recommendation “the PAC recommends the ICIMOD management to arrange an acting HUC
Secretariat Lead and an acting Program Associate till June 2025, to ensure that the HUC programmatic
work moves on uninterrupted.”

The Secretariat team continued HUC programmatic activities uninterrupted during the first
phase of its transition, which included the following HUC ongoing activities:

. HUC-SG Collaborative Activities

1.1 ICIMOD’s Resilient Landscapes team under its Rangeland Intervention collaborates with the
HUC rangeland experts to develop strategies for strengthening the HKH Yak Network for
sustainable pastoralism in high mountain Asia. ICIMOD from HUC core will support
participation of the HUC TWG leads/co-leads from the HKH region at the international
conference on “Sustainable Animal Agriculture for Developing Countries” from October 1 to
4, 2025 in Hanoi, Vietnam (Concept note).

1.2 ICIMOD'’s Resilient Economies team, under its Human Settlements intervention collaborates
with HUC TWG on Adaptation and Resilience in documenting case studies on resilient
housing practices in the HKH region. Two HUC-TWG leads (consultants) are working closely
with the Intervention Manager, Settlements, on this assignment (Concept note).

1.3 Building on the outcome of the first policy writeshop held in Murre, Pakistan in 2024,
ICIMOD’s resilient economies team under its Sustainable Livelihoods intervention,
collaborates with HUC TWG on sustainable tourism organized the second Policy Writeshop
in Pokhara, Nepal from 30 June to 3 July to share learning and co-develop Policy Briefs and
training material for promotion of SMT in Pakistan, Nepal and Bhutan (Concept note).

1.4 ICIMOD’s resilient economies team under its livelihood intervention collaborates with HUC,
Parliamentarians school & UNU Bonn Land Restoration programme, to organize a two-week
residential training (HUC Academy 2025) for early and mid-carrier adaptation researchers,
practitioners and policy makers from Bhutan, Nepal, Pakistan.

Call for Applications has been announced, more than 200 applications received, selection of
participants is in progress (Concept note).

1.5 ICIMOD’s Regional team under its RIS Intervention, HUC and IEEE GRSS jointly organized
the four-day REACT Capacity Building Workshop on “Remote Sensing for Hazard Monitoring
& Modelling in High Mountain Asia” at ICIMOD from 5-8 May 2025, brought together 21
early-career researchers from ICIMOD’s Regional Member Countries—Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan. The four-day event
featured technical lectures, hands-on training, and a field excursion. Renowned experts from
institutions such as the German Aerospace Centre (DLR), NASA JPL, ETH Zurich, IIT
Roorkee, and Dartmouth led sessions on SAR, GNSS-R, hydrological modeling, and deep
learning applications.
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1.6 ICIMOD’s Resilient Landscapes team under its Springshed Management Intervention works
closely with Pedagogy experts from its member universities in designing online courses to
build regional capacities for implementing and scaling of GESI-responsive springshed
management and Forest Land Restoration in HKH countries. So far three e-course on
Springshed management have been designed and fifteen new courses on forest land
restoration under RECAP4NDC project are in progress.

1.7 ICIMOD’s Resilient Economies team under its Renewable Energy Intervention plans to
collaborate with HUC on building synergies through sharing of knowledge and experiences
from the Hydro Himalaya Project for promotion of Renewable Energy Uses in the HKH
region.

Please see more details of the above mentioned SG-HUC collaborative activities here.

2. HUC Bilaterals (Projects)
NOHRED II (Hydro Himalaya Project)

ICIMOD under HUC Secretariat is implementing Work Package 5 - Hydro Himalaya. The project
is well on track. We submitted the Annual Technical and Financial Report to Kathmandu
University (PMU) as per the contract timeline. HUC Consultant reviewed the draft technical
progress report and provided her input. We have also submitted the Audit Report 2024 to PMU.

ICIMOD-ICOMOS Partnership (Cultural Legacies Project)

DG ICIMOD signed the Project Agreement on 20" of March 2025 and shared it with the HUC
Consultant (ICIMOS contact person at HUC Secretariat) on 21 March for onward submission to
ICOMOS for its counter signatures. Despite several reminders, ICIMOD still awaits a counter
signed copy of the Agreement. ICIMOD identified field custodians collected and shared field
data on potential heritage sites from Bhutan, India and Pakistan directly with ICOMOS. ICIMOD
(Economies and Landscapes) experts provided necessary technical guidance and support to
field custodians in data collection.

RECAP4NDC (India)

The Resilient Landscapes team leads the Work Package on Content development for 15 e-
courses on forest land restoration in India. The AAD team will lead overall work including
designing the courses, preparing materials, and running them online.

3. HUC Ongoing Contracts

1.1 Individuals (03) - Ongoing since 2024

I.  Prof Vishal Narain - Technical Assistance on GESI diversity and institutional policy in
higher educational institutions in the HKH region (Aug 2024 - October 2025).

Status: No cost extension has been given until October 31, 2025.

II. Prof Bed Prasad Dhakal and Prof Ganga Ram Gautam - Technical assistance in digital
pedagogy for e learning (Nov 2024 - June 2025)
Status: Finaly payment has been released, and the contract is closed.
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1.2 Institutional (04) - Ongoing since 2024

I.  Kathmandu University, School of Education (KUSOED) - Scale up capacity in curriculum
development in education for sustainable mountain development (ESMD) and produce
quality publications on ESMD (Sep 2024 - Jul 2026).

Kathmandu University School of Education (KUSOED), in collaboration with the
Himalayan University Consortium Secretariat, jointly hosted a dynamic and engaging
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) Workshop on April 16-17, 2025.

Second deliverables - Workshop report has been shared and the second installment has
been released on June last week.

II.  Indian Institute of Technology, Roorkee — Capacity building, knowledge co-creation,
experience sharing, and community outreach in open geospatial technologies and
community-led mapping for selected countries in the HKH region (Sep 2024—Jul 2025).

Ms. Nusrat Jahan Nilima, a scholar and HUC collaborator from the University of Dhaka
(Bangladesh), was supported under this collaboration to conduct research and develop
a case study regarding Gender-oriented Adaptive Transformation for Climate Change
and Disaster Risk Resilience in Bangladesh. Final output: The case study is due in
September 2025.

III.  Royal Thimphu College - Build multi-disciplinary research capacity for early/mid-career
researchers for HKH countries through knowledge exchange, experience sharing,
publishing and mentorship (Sep 2024 - Dec 2025)

HUC and RTC jointly organized a 3-day international symposium on multi-species
migration in the climate-changed Himalayas at the Royal Thimphu College, Bhutan,
from 11-15 November 2024. About 40 participants, including speakers, attended the
symposium.

Report on International Symposium on Multispecies Migration in Climate-Changed
Himalayas has been shared and the second installment has been released on May 2025.

IV. ACT360 Pvt Ltd. - To migrate the HUC Website and Portal to WordPress and develop
logins for existing functionalities (April 2024 - March 2025).

After verification of final deliverables by HUC consultant and ICIMOD Coms rep, final
instalment and AMC have been released, and contract is officially closed on 30 June 2025.

Challenges

1. Coordination Gap Between Secretariat and Consultant
The senior HUC consultant, who was expected to serve as a bridge between the HUC Steering
Committee (SC) and the Secretariat, largely prioritized SC related tasks. This limited her
support to the Secretariat team, resulting in delays, gaps in communication, and missed
opportunities for effective coordination on programmatic and operational matters.
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2. Deviation from PAC Roadmap
Key transition milestones outlined in the PAC’s recommendations, such as convening the
General Assembly in February and securing a host institution were either postponed or not fully
implemented. The Steering Committee's decisions, including the GA date, email-based
balloting and the proposal of a 3-day in-person HUC Summit, are a clear deviation from the PAC
directives.

3. Lack of Host Institution Agreement
Despite exploratory engagements with multiple universities and institutions across the HKH
region and beyond, the Steering Committee could not secure a formal agreement with any host
institution by June 30, 2025, as required for the next transition phase.

4. Limited Progress on Legal Registration
Efforts to register HUC as a legal entity were initiated late in the reporting period. The proposed
pathway to establish HUC as an intergovernmental organization was found to be lengthy and
complex, with a 18-month timeline, is implausible within the next six months.

5. Communication Gaps and Role Clarity
The Secretariat was often left out of key Steering Committee discussions and decisions. The
lack of formal channels and clarity in roles and responsibilities hindered timely input and joint
planning, particularly in activities involving external engagement and decision-making.

Lessons

1. Clear Role Definition Is Critical
When multiple actors are involved in a transition process, especially under interim
arrangements, clear and mutually understood roles and responsibilities are essential to avoid
duplication, confusion, or neglect of duties.

2. Legal and Institutional Planning Must Start Early
Legal registration and host institution selection are complex, multi-stakeholder processes.
Delayed engagement with legal experts and prospective host institutions limits the ability to
meet ambitious transition timelines.

3. Consistent Communication Supports Coordination
Transparent, two-way communication between the Secretariat and the Steering Committee (as
well as with ICIMOD and other stakeholders) is essential for coordinated action and shared
accountability.

Annexes

All links to the documents mentioned above are also listed here serially.
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