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ABSTRACT 
What would life be like without relying on vehicles, paved roads or sidewalks to get around? I am 
interested in studying a remote and inaccessible place in Nepal to better understand how landscape 
factors influence pedestrian lifestyles. The only way to experience Humla District, Nepal is by walking. 
Everyday, the Humlis walk miles and miles through steep topography and rugged terrain to reach 
schools and markets and to participate in social life up in a sublime alpine landscape. The UN has  
identified Humla as one of the poorest regions in the world.  Trails are the only viable way of reaching 
towns and settlements in Humla. Studying the trail experience will contribute supporting evidence for 
designed interventions within the current trail system that could improve individual livelihoods and 
boost eco-tourism and accessibility in Humla. A recent report on innovation and development in Humla 
states that, “culturally nuanced projects that honor local priorities and social hierarchies and prioritize 
local participation have a good chance of long-term success” (McKay and Sanders, 2007). I am proposing 
to  gather a sample of the Humlis’ rich local knowledge by engaging their active participation in 
spontaneous cognitive mapping workshops, nominal groups and photo-voice activities that I have been 
trained to use while working with the Community Visioning Program. Moreover, location specific data 
will be collected throughout the research expedition with GPS tracking applications built into my phone 
and camera. Open data is a powerful tool for designers and planners, yet there is little spatial data 
available for the Humla District, so, I will contribute spatial data to openstreetmap.org. I will leverage 
design/mapping software, writing, photography and web-development skills by hosting the findings of 
my research online at http://cargocollective.com/HenryHerman. I am in the process of applying for a 
Creative and Performing Arts Fulbright scholarship to study pedestrian transportation in Nepal. The 
opportunity to learn Nepali and prepare a portfolio of work as a Barbra King Scholar in Humla this 
summer will set me apart as a Fulbright applicant and jumpstart my career focus in integrated mountain 
development.   

The Nara Lagna, Humla District, Nepal. Photographer : Steve Razzetti 
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WESTERN NEPAL, 1966 

Figure 1. 1966 Transportation and accessibility map diagram of western Nepal. Vehicular (orange) vs. non vehicular 
(green) access for routes (roads, paths, trails) and settlements (city,towns, villages, temporary settlements).



BACKGROUND 
There is a tradition of walking long distances as the sole means of transportation in Nepal. In 2012, I 
traveled alone through the Indian Subcontinent and had the opportunity to experience Nepal by foot, 
bicycle and bus. The journey from the The Far Western Development Region to Kathmandu and back 
into India illuminated landscape transitions from lowland Terrai savannas and grasslands upward into 
sub-alpine river gorges and even higher into sublime alpine terrain shaped by rock and ice. I struggled up 
precarious footpaths walking through small villages dotted along a constantly upward winding footpath. 
I always had the company of new friends who guided me through, “romantic”(Tuan, 2014) interactions 
with landforms, streams and rock and I enjoyed the company of people who were hospitable and joyfully 
accepted me into their homes and shared their songs, stories and foods. Later, in 2014, I returned to the 
Himalayas and spent three months living and working in remote subsistence farming communities in 
J&K, India where I was further immersed into the culture of mountain lifestyles. 

Returning to study Landscape Architecture at Iowa State I was taught how to conduct qualitative field 
research and analyze specific site contexts along U.S roadways across the United States in, “The 
Roadscape Project” designed by Heidi Hohman and Michael Martin for the traveling Savanna Studio. I 
was able to participate and share about our project at the Iowa State Symposium on Undergraduate 
Research. Preparing for and presenting our classes research bolstered my interest in transportation and 
helped me better understand the importance of place specific and nuanced data to spur successful design 
ideation. For the last year I have had an internship with The Community Visioning Program at the Iowa 
State Institute for Design Research and Outreach under Julia Baedenhop and Mathew Gordy. My time in 
the program has been invaluable in developing professional skills as both a researcher and designer and 

Man and horse carrying food rations from the world food program in 2006.  Photographer : Jake Norton



has allowed me to participate in and facilitate participatory design. Moreover, the Visioning framework 
and TAB workshops (transportation assets and barriers) has directly influenced the methods I will use to 
conduct research in Humla. Because of my internship with Community Visioning I have already 
undergone the IRB review process and have received a certificate for completing the NIH training course. 
I have included this certificate after the budget section of this proposal.  

Additionally, I have a background in wilderness recreation and mountaineering, with many experiences 
hiking, climbing and adventuring in backcountry areas in the U.S, South Africa and Canada as well as in 
both India and Nepal. I am capable of performing a variety of mountain survival techniques as well as 
using rappelling and climbing gear to both enter and evacuate very inaccessible locations. My training in 
landscape architecture and backcountry recreation has developed my skill in reading topographical maps, 
which will be essential for navigating portions of the research expedition.  

PURPOSE 
The human geographer Yi Fu Tuan asks, “What, then, may be considered truly worthy  of pursuit—the 
equivalent of the Holy Grail— in geography?” Then he answers, “One type of worthy pursuit is of 
environments that are remote and inaccessible”(Tuan, 2014). Tim Brown—CEO of the global design 
company IDEO—attests to the need for designers to take their skills abroad, stating that, “For the next 
generation, the most pressing—and the most exciting—challenges may lie in the highlands of southeast 
Asia”(Brown, 2011). As a young design thinker, world explorer and trail enthusiast I am excited to 
expand my career across borders and disciplines.  

Humla is one of the most isolated and least accessible districts in Nepal (Roy, 2009). The unique 
character of it’s landscape is that almost 70 percent is at an elevation over 13,000 feet (USGS, 2016). For 
comparison, the highest point in the continental United States is at 14,494 feet above sea level.  To 
many, living in these kinds of altitudes is inconceivable, however in Humla (as well as many other 
regions in the Himalayas) subsistence pastoralism in high elevations is a beloved way of life.  A unique 
human geography has evolved in Nepal for thousands of years, one that demonstrates the utility and 
adaptability of footpaths to rise up and meet the demands of transportation through an isolated and 
dynamic landscape. Still, the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) has 
shown that the, “Himalayas have been experiencing an increased frequency of natural disasters such as 
landslides, avalanches, floods, flash floods, glacial lake outburst floods, debris flows, wildfires and 
earthquakes”(ICIMOD, 2016). In western Nepal, these disasters are manifested in the trail experience. 
In developing this project I have had multiple conversations with Ramesh Balayar, a native of the Far 
Western Development Region. Mr. Balayar is an experienced trail user and has told me that, “I would 
argue that trail improvement is directly related to peoples everyday life. People fall off the cliffs and die 
due to the poor trail system” (Balayar, 2017). It is clear that the need for building resilience and 
sustainable adaptability to climate change and population growth in mountain areas is significant. An 
ICIMOD report states that, “mountain communities have benefited neither from the ‘green revolution’ 
nor from the fruits of recent global economic growth. They have remained on the fringes of modern 
advancements in spite of being the guardians of some of the world’s most valuable water and 
biodiversity resources” (Singh, 2011).    

The purpose of this project is to obtain data about the experience of trails through Humla District, 
Nepal. This research project will document the spatial locations and cognitive perceptions of both 
pedestrian assets and barriers in Humla, or, in other words, represent what makes walking either 
enjoyable or difficult for Humlis people. This requires engaging local people along the expedition route 
and facilitating participation in conversations, workshops and storytelling focussed on their experience 
and understanding of footpaths and walking in general.  Building new transportation infrastructure is at 



the top of Nepal’s Department of International Development’s cross-sectoral 2-5 year goals (Roy, 2009); 
encouraging the Humlis to contribute their practical understanding of the landscape and participate in 
the design process will expose valuable tacit knowledge that is essential for sustainable and integrated 
mountain development. Jason Corburn has used Geertz anthropological work, Local Knowlege, to posit 
that, “to- know-a-city-is-to-know-it’s-streets”(Corburn, 2003). Without streets, the best way to 
understand life in Humla may very well be through its footpaths.  

SCOPE 
The map above illustrates the project research area and shows the research expedition route from 
Simikot to Lake Manasarwar. This project is focussed specifically on pedestrian transportation within 
Humla District, Nepal and will seek to document information that pertains directly to the experience of 
walking through the study area. Interactions with local people in Humla may yield insightful data about 
myriad topics, however, for the purpose of this study, I will attempt to direct conversations and research 
toward the physical, social, cultural, spiritual and ecological factors that effect pedestrian transportation 
in Humla. Though I will be making personal observations and taking site inventory throughout the 
project, I am interested in learning from the Humlis, and will consistently check my methods of 
obtaining data to ensure that my own bias as a landscape designer is not overshadowing the primary goal 
of collecting valuable and nuanced local knowledge.  

PARTNERSHIPS , RESOURCES and EXPEDITION TEAM 
Building a positive reception from local people, the government of Nepal and a variety of development 
organizations in western Nepal is imperative to sustaining longer term research in Humla. My goal is to 
research pedestrian transportation through the eyes of its primary users in Humla, while simultaneously 
learning the language and culture. This goal will be much more attainable if others become invested in 
the success of this project and can help me overcome the barriers, distractions and pitfalls of conducting 
cross-cultural research. I have begun building goodwill through my friend and colleague, Ramesh Balayar 

Figure 2. Expedition route from Simikot (red) to La’nga Co Lake (Blue) 
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who is a key partner, resource and guide in this research project. Mr. Balayar has worked in the office of 
the President of Nepal as well as for the United Nations in South Korea and is pursuing his Ph.D in 
sociology at Iowa state with a focus in crop diversification and development in remote western Nepal. 
Our conversations about the existing conditions in western Nepal have been valuable in helping me 
conceptualize and frame a feasible research proposal. He has been in contact with his family and 
colleagues in Nepal to arrange host stays and meetings with locals in Western Nepal and in Kathmandu. 
We have a verbal agreement that, upon my arrival in Nepal, he will make arrangements for local students 
to accompany me and help participate in and facilitate this research project. Additionally, Mr. Balayar has 
provided me a list of organizations that work in far western Nepal that could help build goodwill with 
smaller local groups in Humla. The following are agencies and organizations that I have started 
contacting to build goodwill initiate the process of sharing ideas and data. 

-ICIMOD (International Center for Integrated Mountain Development) icimod.org 
-CECI (Centre d'études missionnaires) ceci.ca 
-UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) undp.org 
-UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) unesco.org 
-fida fidadevelopment.fi 
-NTDRC (Nepal Transportation Development and Research Center) ntdrc.org 

Chris Seeger, an extension Landscape Architect specializing in geospatial technology has been a 
continuing resource for this project. I have participated in Chris Seeger’s LA458X web-mapping course 
to explore new ways of incorporating technology into landscape architecture research. I have learned 
basic web-development languages and have learned how to include slippy maps into websites. I have 
been in contact with professor Seeger and my friend and colleague Austin Dunn to set up a work flow for 
gathering and organizing geospatial data during the research expedition.  

Depending on the project budget, the research expedition through Humla will benefit from a team 
environment to collect, organize and interpret data. The most essential team member will be a Nepali 
trail guide, which are often hired by trekkers and tourists planning on visit remote locations in Nepal. A 
guide will be selected that can participate the the entire length of the research expedition and can speak 
multiple local languages in western Nepal. Though many Humlis speak Nepalese, it will be an asset to 
be accompanied by a guide that can speak and interpret regional dialects.  

My contacts and I are building a network of local university students in western Nepal that are willing to 
join the research expedition upon my arrival in either Simikot or Kathmandu. Many of these 
arrangements will be made in Nepal, however I will not be able to supply daily stipends to team 
members beyond the budget constraints. It is my hope that local participants will step forward to 
become community leaders in different villages along the way. The names and contributions of local 
team members throughout the research expedition will be recorded.  

I have also asked Nolan Creese—a recent graduate from the Community and Regional Planning program 
at Iowa State—to consider joining the research expedition based on his experience in both planning and 
trail building. Mr. Creese currently works for at the Des Moines DNR headquarters doing watershed and 
waterways planning and research. He has expressed a strong interest in joining the research expedition 
team for at least a portion of the route.  

http://icimod.org
http://ceci.ca
http://undp.org
http://unesco.org
http://www.fidadevelopment.fi
http://ntdrc.org


METHODS 
Local knowledge can be difficult to transcribe because it is often tacit, or understood but not often talked 
about. (Corburn, 2006) For this study it is important that I rely on the use of maps, images and local 
language to simplify the collection of local knowledge. My team and I will ask participants basic 
questions about the names, locations and uses of pedestrian assets and barriers during different types of 
participation workshops and group analysis activities. These workshops and activities will use three 
analysis techniques : participatory mapping, nominal groups and photovoice activities.  

Participatory mapping will occur spontaneously along the trail when my team encounters consenting 
participants. My team and I will take photographs of our trail position and ask participants questions 
about what they like or do not like about the specific trail and adjacent context. These conversations will 
be recorded with audio and in my notebook I will use simple lines, shapes, dots and annotations to 
represent the spatial and locational character of what I learn from participants. 

In larger settlements, towns, villages and camping grounds where our team stays overnight we will 
facilitate nominal group participation. Nominal groups will identify transportation problems and 
generate ideas for solutions. Nominal groups will be beneficial in assessing local priorities and 
facilitation collaborative conversation about potential future outcomes. I am working with Ramesh 
Balayar to develop an adaptable line of questioning that will engage local people to describe and 
cognitively map their personal walking experience within the overall site area. The goal for the nominal 
group and participatory mapping  analysis is to compile a mosaic of quantitative and qualitative data 
throughout the study area that will inform what works and doesn't work already in terms of trail 
conditions and environments and also indicate the location and type of desired trail improvements. 

For this project I am simplifying the photovoice technique to correspond better with informal 
conversations that happen along the trail. I will take pictures of features that participants identify as 
either positive or negative in terms of their walking experience. I will include participants statements 
along with these photos, and the GPS coordinates of these photographs will ensure spatial accuracy and 
site specificity.  

In addition to facilitating local participation in mapping workshops, I will also be asking myself 
questions as a designer while walking through the study area. This secondary line of questioning will be 
documented through photography, drawing and diagramming using site analysis techniques I have 
learned in the Landscape Architecture Department at Iowa State. 

OUTCOMES 
Individual livelihoods are effected by trails in Humla. One potential outcome of this research project 
could be an increased awareness of the vital role trails play in western Nepal. Providing new public data 
to open sources of information like openstreetmaps.org will allow others to better understand life in 
remote and inaccessible western Nepal. Prioritizing local involvement in this project will also produce 
data that fits the human geography of Humla, beyond simply collecting points on a map. Stories told by 
the Humlis through this project could result in changes in that preserve the unique pedestrian landscape 
in Humla while adapting to changes in a dynamic environment.  

Through this project I will learn valuable skills in language, geography, design technology, public health, 
mountain research and landscape architecture that will expand my academic portfolio and leverage 
future career paths. Going further, I will use this field research to apply for grant money to continue 
research in integrated mountain development and pedestrian transportation. I have already started the 

http://openstreetmaps.org


application process for the National Geographic’s Young Explorer Grant and a Creative and Performing 
Arts Fulbright scholarship. I am being advised  I have talked with Kevin Kane, the Associate Dean for 
Research about other potential sources of funding. 

This research project is incredibly relevant to the fields of landscape architecture, community and 
regional planning, forestry and sociology. It would be my privilege to present the process of developing 
and carrying out field research in Humla at the annual Iowa State Symposium on Undergraduate 
Research. A photo essay, design diagrams, maps and drawings will also be compiled during the fall 2017 
semester and prepared to present for my final College of Design LA day. 
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SCHEDULE 
An tentative outline of both completed and uncompleted steps to be completed for the research project 

December, 2016  
- Begin talks with Ramesh Balayar and Chris Seeger regarding the Barbra King Scholarship and 

potential project location in western Nepal  
- Begin writing research proposal. Start initiating contact with organizations in Nepal 
January, 2017  
- Finalize research expedition location from Simikot—the District Headquarters of Hulmla —to lake 

Manasarwar farther North beyond the border of China  
- Talk with former Barbra King Scholarship recipients and Iowa State Faculty and Staff to receive 

feedback on proposal feasibility  
- Begin application for National Geographic Young Scholars grant  
February, 2017  
- Finalize research proposal and send to Ramesh Balayar, Heidi Hohmann and Scot Schukert for review  
- Begin project budgeting.  
- Start talks with potential research collaborators from various universities in Nepal. 
- Talk with Chris Seeger and Austin Dunn (Barbara King Scholarship recipient) about research methods 

and technology to use for project 
- Talk with Nolan Creese about collaborating and joining research expedition to Humla  
- Talk with Associate Dean for Research about other potential sources of funding    
- Meet with Iowa State Fulbright advisor and begin application process 
March, 2017  
- Finalize research proposal, works cited, budget and schedule and send to Chris Seeger for final review 

before the submission deadline.  
- Send India and China Visa application paperwork to Chicago. 
- Purchase Airline tickets to Mumbai 
- Continue conversations with Ramesh Balayar about building research expedition team and finding 

local guides 
- Submit application for College of Design Scholarships to provide additional funding for research 

project 
- Begin talking with Heidi Hohmann or Julia Baedenhope about incorporating Barbara King Scholarship 

research into independent studio project in my final semester at Iowa State University.  
- Submit Barbara King Scholarship application 
- Climb two 14,000 mountains in Colorado over spring break for expedition training 
April, 2017  
- Continue building research project web site  



- Continue building project base map using https://www.mapbox.com/ , leaflet and Arc GIS. 
- Practice facilitation and public engagement skills during spring Community Visioning Workshops 
- Begin private language tutoring in Nepali 
- Research local languages of Humla  
- Continue corresponding with ICIMOD and build positive reception of research expedition in Humla 

May, 2017  
- Purchase hiking boots and continue training for research expedition 
- Gather all necessary paperwork, research supplies and gear 
June 1st, 2017  
- Fly to Mumbai  
- Take train and Bus to Kathmandu, the capitol city of Nepal 
June 5th, 2017  
- Purchase ticket to Simkot using Yeti airlines  
- Apply for Chinese/Tibet Visa package 
June 7th, 2017  
- fly to Simikot from Kathmandu 
- acclimate in Simikiot  
- make arrangements with a mountain guide and local language translator  
- first meeting with final expedition team 
June 9th, 2017  
- Depart from Simikot  
- Trek toward Nara Langa  
- conduct research observations while trekking and during overnight stays 
- store data in external hard drive  
June 27th, 2017  
- (Estimate) Arrive at Lake Manasarwar and make preparations to either trek back to Simikot via a 

different route or, to take a bus to a major regional transit hub where vehicular access is available.   
July, 2017  
- Spend time collecting additional data and studying language in the region while making preparations 

to return to Mumbai 
- Visit Far-western University in Mahenrenagar and network with faculty and students there that would 

be interested in partnering in research 
- Network with local agencies and universities that are interested in receiving Fulbright Scholars 
- Return to Mumbai   
August, 2017  
- Organize and publish data to openstreetmaps.org 
- Publish researching findings online at  http://cargocollective.com/HenryHerman 
- Continue studying Nepali and other local Humlis languages 
- Enroll in 400 or graduate level International Independent Study Studio under an overseeing College of 

Design faculty member 
September, 2017  
- Submit application for Fulbright Scholarship  
- Present research project during final semester at Iowa State 

Budget A 
Budget A is the ideal, fully funded project budget and included enough funding to support a five person 
research expedition team all the way to Lake Manasarwar in China. 

https://www.mapbox.com/
http://openstreetmaps.org
http://cargocollective.com/HenryHerman


Travel Costs

Airfare Book in advance CHI (Chicago) -
BOM (Mumbai)

$1200 round trip

Book in person Kathmandu-
Simikot

$100 one way

Book in person Simikot-
Kathmandu

$100 one way

Train Fare Book in person Mumbai-
Kathmandu

$20 one way

Kathmandu-
Mumbai

$20 round trip

Bus Fare* Book if necessary Local Travel $50

$1490 total

Gear Cost

Tech GoPro Camera $400 gps connection

IPAD air Tablet $400

MVV8 FIELD 
MICROPHONE

$150

Goal Zero Nomad 
13 Solar Pannel

$150

Goal Zero Yeti 150 
Solar Power 
Station

$229

2 TB External Hard 
Drive

$100

Garmin inReach 
Explorer + Satellite 
Communicator

$450 gps device

Mountaineering 60 Gallon Pack $150

Hyax 
Mountaineering 
Boots

$150

Life Straw (Water 
Purification)

$20

Gear Cost



Outdoor Research 
Bivy

$160

10.22 Static Rope $80

Slings, Carabiners, 
draws, rapelling 
device

$150

$2589 total

Gear Cost

Expedition Costs

Supplies Food - many 
meals will be 
provided free of 
cost

$10 per day for 35 
days

$350

Shelter - most 
housing will be 
provided free of 
cost

$20 for 5 nights $100

Horses - 2 $10 per day for 25 
days

$250

Books, maps, 
notebooks and 
writing utencils

$50

Guide 1 mountain guide/
translator

$30 per day for 25 
days

$750

Team Stipends for 3 
student interns  

$15 per day for 25 
days

$1125

Emergency For medical 
emergencies 
during expedition

$500

$3125 total

Additional Costs

Visa China/Tibet Package - 
book in Kathmandu

$155

India - book in advance $120

Additional Costs



Budget B 
Budget B is a feasible alternative to the ideal, fully funded project budget and includes enough funding to 
support a two person research expedition to the border of Humla District and China. 

Software 2 Month Fulcrum 
Subscription

$50

$325 total

Additional Costs

Total Costs

Travel Costs $1490

Gear Costs $2589

Expedition Costs $3125

Additional Costs $325

$7529 grand total

Travel Costs

Airfare Book in advance CHI (Chicago) -
BOM (Mumbai)

$1200 round trip

Book in person Kathmandu-
Simikot

$100 one way

Book in person Simikot-
Kathmandu

$100 one way

Train Fare Book in person Mumbai-
Kathmandu

$20 one way

Kathmandu-
Mumbai

$20 round trip

Bus Fare* Book if necessary Local Travel $50

$1490 total

Gear Cost

Tech GoPro Camera $400 gps enabled

Goal Zero Solar Kit $140

Mountaineering 60 Gallon Pack $100

Gear Cost



Boots $100

$740 total

Gear Cost

Expedition Costs

Supplies Food - many 
meals will be 
provided free of 
cost

$5 per day for 35 
days

$175

Shelter - most 
housing will be 
provided free of 
cost

$10 for 5 nights $50

Books, maps, 
notebooks and 
writing utencils

$50

Guide 1 mountain guide/
translator

$30 per day for 25 
days

$750

Emergency For medical 
emergencies 
during expedition

$500

$1525 total

Additional Costs

Visa India - book in advance $120

$120 total

Total Costs

Travel Costs $1490

Gear Costs $740

Expedition Costs $1525

Additional Costs $120

Total Costs



Budget Comparison 
Budget A includes a 15 dollar daily stipend for student interns that join the research expedition. Having 
additional team members that can speak regional and local languages in Nepal, collect data and carry 
gear will be an asset during the expedition. Having a larger team will foster a community environment 
that could spark new ideas and conversations that could yield to greater project results and inspire a 
better reception from local participants. 

In comparison, Budget B does not include funding for team compensation and any students wishing to 
help me conduct research will be expected to pay for their own food along the way. This research project 
does not require a team to collect data on pedestrian transportation in Humla. The bare minimum 
requirement is that I hire a single mountain guide to accompany me throughout the research area. The 
other change in Budget B regards the research expedition continuing over the land border with China to 
Lake Manasarwar in Tibet. This additional portion of the trek will benefit my research but is not 
essential to studying transportation in Humla. The Tibet/Nepal land border is often traveled by tourists 
and pilgrims and shows promise as a way of leveraging new eco-tourism to Humla district. Budget B 
includes less funding for food with the expectation of fronting some costs out of pocket if need be. 
Budget B also includes less funding for mountaineering gear that could help during emergency 
evacuation situations or to reach exceptionally inaccessible areas.  

$3875 grand total

Total Costs

Certificate of Completion

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research certifies that
henry herman successfully completed the NIH Web-based training course
"Protecting Human Research Participants".

Date of completion: 01/13/2015.

Certification Number: 1646962.




