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Airports: Ambitious Investments,
Underwhelming Outcomes

Nepal's two newly built international airports - Gautam Buddha International
Airport in Bhairahawa and Pokhara International Airport - were once
envisioned as transformative projects for tourism, economic growth and
regional connectivity. However, more than two years since the inception, both
stand as an underperforming investment that shows deep flaws in the
infrastructural planning and execution.

Inaugurated in May 2022, Gautam Buddha International Airport was
constructed at the cost of the - with grant and loans from
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the OPEC fund for International
Development and additional government contributions. But today, the airport
remains underutilized, struggling to attract international carriers. Jazeera
Airways, which initially operated weekly flights, stopped services in 2023. One
of the conditions of the ADB financing was that the airport be operated under
a private model, and in 2017 the government explored

, even holding talks with Germany's Munich Airport. But the
process stalled midway and was formally scrapped in 2020, with operations
handed back to the Civil Aviation Authority of Nepal—undermining the
financing conditions and the airport's operational potential.

Similarly, Pokhara International Airport, inaugurated in January 2023, was
expected to be a “game changer” for Nepal's tourism. It was constructed at a
cost of NPR 25.34 billion with loans from China's EXIM Bank. However, the
project has been infamous for corruption allegations in the tendering process
and construction. In over two and a half years, the airport has recorded just 42
international flights, averaging one every 22 days. At present, only one Nepali
carrier, Himalaya Airlines, operates a weekly international flight to Lhasa. The
government has been consistently lobbying to convert the PRIA loan into a
grant, but China seems reluctant. Far from generating growth, the facility is
running heavy losses of around per month, including USD 3.2
million in annual loan repayments and additional operational expenses.

Though differing in financing and scale, both airports highlight the same
entrenched issues in Nepal's infrastructure sector: mismanagement, political
interference, and corruption. Frustration among stakeholders is mounting,
particularly in Bhairahawa, where there are growing calls for the government to
bring in private operators who could introduce efficiency and competitiveness.
Around the world, public-private partnership models in airport management
have delivered positive results. For instance, in countries like India and
Australia, service quality, operational efficiency, and profitability have
improved significantly with private-sector expertise. The Nepal government
must learn from these lessons and where relevant should also explore
alternatives like private-sector participation, guided by transparent and
inclusive policies. Without decisive action, both GBIA and PRIA risk could be
costly white elephants for Nepal.

POLICY WATCH
Gandaki Province Disablility Rights Bill, 2081

The Gandaki Provincial Assembly has passed a bill regarding the rights of people
with disabilities (PwD). PwDs will be classified as per the federal guidelines, and
will receive Disability Identity Cards through respective local governments.

Key provisions include free healthcare facilities at provincial government
hospitals and sanctioned private institutes, prioritization in government
employment, free education, capacity building for employment. Women with
Disabilities will be eligible for an additional 30 days of paid maternity leave if
suggested by a doctor. Children with disabilities cannot be split from families
under guises of education or healthcare and similar commitments without a
Court Order. Institutions and Educational organizations will have to contribute a
specified amount for PwD upliftment under social responsibility. The provincial
government will make grants and loans available for PwDs in agriculture,
self-employable businesses and entrepreneurship.

A Provincial Coordination committee chaired by the Social Development Minister,
with representation from at least 5 women and 1 LGBTQI+ PwD, will oversee
implementation. The province and local governments are mandated to establish
Disability Information centres, allocate budgets, and ensure service delivery.
Read More

Governance Issues of the Week

1. Supreme Court tightens rules on online media after Sidhakura
Case: The Supreme Court has issued two major orders in the
Sidhakura case. A full bench of nine judges directed the government
to immediately introduce legal provisions requiring domestic and
foreign online and social media platforms to register with
authorities before operating in Nepal. The court also ruled that any
news undermining justice and judicial procedure will be considered
contempt of court. The orders came during the hearing of
Sidhakura.com's “sting operation” story, which was found fake, with
three individuals convicted. Read More

2. PABSON & NPABSON protest the education bill: The Private and
Boarding Schools' Organization Nepal (PABSON) and the National
PABSON have begun protests against provisions in the School
Education Bill. They object to the mandate requiring private
schools to operate as non-profits and demand that scholarship
distribution remain  with a committee involving local
representatives. They also reject obligations for schools to provide
non-academic materials, including uniforms, meals, and supplies.
Furthermore, they call for the cancellation of provisions restricting
private school students from enrolling in CTEVT vocational
programs. Read More

3. India and China to start trading through Lipulekh pass: India and
China have agreed to resume border trade via the Lipulekh pass, a
territory Nepal claims in its constitution and official map. The
Nepali government has repeatedly objected to India's road
construction in the area, urging a halt. India, however, insists that
trade through the pass has continued since 1954, dismissing
Nepal's claims. The renewed dispute surfaces just as Nepal's Prime
Minister prepares for official visits to both China and India.

Read More

4. Home Ministry delays statute on preventing land misuse: The
revised statute of Nepal Bal Sangathan, requiring government
approval before selling land to curb past misuse—such as the
leasing of 28 ropanis in Naxal to the Bishal Group—remains stalled
despite the Prime Minister's directive to advance it. The Home
Ministry has withheld progress, reportedly under pressure from
Urban Development Minister Prakash Man Singh. Singh's sister has
been linked to the controversial lease of Bal Mandir's land in
Naxal.Read More

5. NEA Records Sharp Profit Drop: The Nepal Electricity Authority
(NEA) reported a 37.32% decline in profit, amounting to NPR 5.40
billion less than the previous year. According to NEA's Executive
Director, the drop resulted from rising operational expenses,
currency exchange fluctuations, and increased allocations to risk
funds. While the total business volume grew by 8.4% and electricity
exports to India rose by 22.33%, revenue was hit by reduced prices
in the Indian Energy Exchange (IEX). Read More
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