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An Introduction to the Care work in Nepal

— Mr. Nilambar Badal and Mr. Sunil Neupane

Context

The world of work is ever evolving. The traditional family structures and the lifestyles have
evolved significantly in the recent years along with the nature of the work and employment
within and beyond the households in comparison to the past decades. For instance,
traditional sustenance farming and rural habitation in Nepal has evolved to the modern
commercial farming and the urban centric housing. The economy of Nepal has been
gradually shifting from agriculture base to the foreign employment base?, consequently, the
producers have become the consumers. This has considerably changed the employment
dynamics of the society. This change in the societal behavior has created employment in
many of the areas of work that were once considered the general practice of the family,
while some of the general services have developed its specialized forms.

The demand of the care work has increased significantly in the recent years?. In many
countries the growing aging population in the developed countries is creating the demand
for the care services3, while the migrant population also has created the demand for the
care services for the families left behind. In this light, the migrant population has fulfilled the
care gap while creating the demand for the care services equally as the rising costs of living
and declining social safety nets are forcing families to rely on informal care arrangements.

Defining care work

Care work encompasses paid and unpaid activities that support the physical, emotional, and
developmental needs of others, including children, the elderly, and individuals with
disabilities and health problems?®. It includes roles such as healthcare professionals,
teachers, domestic workers, and paid/unpaid family caregivers. In short, a broad spectrum
of activities, both paid and unpaid, that involve providing care and support to others,

Chandani Thapa, On the move: Wither Nepali migrants remittances, Nepal Economic Forum 2024
https://nepaleconomicforum.org/on-the-move-wither-nepali-migrants-remittances/

Advancing the measurement of care work and the care economy: a global consultation for new statistical standards, ILO, 2024
https://ilostat.ilo.org/blog/advancing-the-measurement-of-care-work-and-the-care-economy/

Health Professionals: Skills Opportunities and Challenges (2023 re update), European Center for the Development of Vocational
Training CEDEFOP, 2023 https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/data-insights/health-professionals-skills-opportunities-and-challenges-
2023-update

Advancing the measurement of care work and the care economy: a global consultation for new statistical standards, ILO, 2024
https://ilostat.ilo.org/blog/advancing-the-measurement-of-care-work-and-the-care-economy/
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including children, the elderly, the sick, and people with disabilities within the household or
beyond is care work.

Care work is the backbone of societies and economies, enabling other sectors to function®.
Globally, care work contributes significantly to GDP® yet overlooked, though much of it goes
unrecognized, especially unpaid care. The care work are often undervalued and
unrecognized, particularly when performed by women and marginalized groups within the
family. Even the paid care work, despite being a growing sector, is often characterized by
low wages, precarious employment, and poor working conditions’. While the sector is a
potential driver of economic growth and social development, if properly valued and
invested in.

Gender and inequality

Globally women disproportionately bear the burden of care work, limiting their economic
opportunities and social mobility, often unpaid, reflecting systemic gender discrimination?.
On the other hand even the paid care workers are frequently undercompensated and lack
social protections. The stereotype gender role in the society has further discriminated
women putting them in the unpaid care sector and thus the economic share they contribute
go uncalculated.

The global care chain, where women from low-income countries migrate to provide care in
high-income countries, exacerbates gender inequalities and creates new vulnerabilities®.
Lack of skills and qualifications to match the demand of the employers at the workplace
often results in the violence and exploitative situations!?. The home based workers face
further vulnerabilities as they are often required by their employers to work long hours
without rest and additional pay!?.

Care Sector in Nepal

With the rise in the rate of migration for employment and other purposes Nepal is
witnessing a steady growth in the demand of care services. The care sector of Nepal can
broadly be classified into four sub-sectors, namely, healthcare, elderly care, child care and
disability care. The demand of care services, mostly in the urban areas, is largely informal
and unregulated except for some specific skills and specialization.

Caregiving in an ageing world, Division for Inclusive Social Development DISD, UNDESA, 2023,
https://social.desa.un.org/issues/ageing/news/caregiving-in-an-ageing-world

Why caring about care economy is key to growth and well-being, World Economic Forum, 2024,
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/10/caring-care-economy-key-growth-and-well-being/

Care work and care jobs for the future of the decent work, ILO, 2018 https://globalallianceforcare.org/en/community/resources/531-
global-resource-119.html?view-obj

Time to Care: unpaid and underpaid care work and global inequality crisis, Oxfam, 2020 https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/time-
care

World Gender Gap Report, World Economic Forum, 2024 https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-
2024/digest/

10 Based on the discussions on care work organized by National Network for Safe Migration NNSM in November 2024 in Kathmandu

11 Time to Care: unpaid and underpaid care work and global inequality crisis, Oxfam, 2020 https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/time-
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1. Healthcare Sector

Nepal’s healthcare system is a mix of public and private services. While there are
primary health centers in rural areas, accessibility and quality of care can be limited.
Rural areas often face a shortage of medical professionals and resources. Whereas,
urban centers have a more developed private healthcare sector with hospitals and
clinics, though these are often too expensive for low-income families.

2. Elderly Care

Traditionally, elderly care has been a family responsibility, but urban migration and
economic pressures have led to changes in family dynamics, leaving some elderly
without support. Consequently, growing number of old-age homes are emerging,
though they are still limited and often lack quality facilities. The government offers
some social security benefits to seniors, but these programs are often underfunded and
have limited reach.

3. Childcare and Child Welfare

Nepal has initiatives focused on early childhood education, often provided by
community-based organizations. Child labor, trafficking, and exploitation are significant
issues, especially in rural areas and marginalized communities but the resources
available are limited. Malnutrition still remains a problem among children, especially in
rural areas.

4. Care for People with Disabilities

Individuals with disabilities often face stigma, with limited access to quality care,
education, and employment opportunities. There are government initiatives for
disability care and support, but implementation is often limited by resource constraints.
In the recent years the specialized care centers for the persons with disability are
increasing but they are mostly urban centric and expensive.

Existing law and policy framework

The constitution of Nepal has ensured all the citizens the rights to decent life. The laws and
policies related to the care sector are enacted to protect the rights ensured by the
constitution. However, there are many aspects of the care work and the workers where the
laws and policies do not have its reach. Moreover, the existing laws and policies also have a
huge implementation challenge.

Nepal’s legal framework in the care sector includes a mix of laws, policies, and government
initiatives to address healthcare, elderly care, childcare, and disability services. Here’s a
breakdown of key laws and policies governing each aspect:
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1. Healthcare Sector Laws

Public Health Service Act (2018): This act provides a legal framework for public health
services, aiming to ensure accessible and affordable healthcare. It includes provisions
for primary healthcare, maternal and child health, and infectious disease control.

Health Insurance Act (2017): This act establishes a national health insurance system to
make healthcare more affordable. It aims to provide basic health services to all citizens,
with subsidies for marginalized groups.

Safe Motherhood and Reproductive Health Rights Act (2018): This law protects maternal
and reproductive health rights, ensuring safe maternity care, free healthcare during
pregnancy, and emergency obstetric services.

Consumer Protection Act (2018): This law regulates healthcare services, including the
guality and safety of services provided by hospitals and clinics.

2. Elderly Care Laws

Senior Citizens Act (2006): This act mandates that family members must care for elderly
relatives and provides guidelines for the establishment of old-age homes and senior
care facilities. It also offers provisions for social security, medical care, and financial
support for senior citizens.

Senior Citizens Regulations (2008): These regulations provide more detailed guidelines for
implementing the Senior Citizens Act, including the welfare, social security, and rights
of elderly citizens. They also set standards for the management of old-age homes and
welfare services.

3. Childcare and Child Protection Laws

Children’s Act (2018): This act protects children’s rights, prohibiting child labor and ensuring
access to education and healthcare. It also includes provisions for the protection of
abandoned, orphaned, or at-risk children, requiring government support for child
welfare centers.

Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act (2000): This act bans child labor and
regulates work conditions for minors over the age of 14. It aims to protect children
from exploitation and hazardous work.

Human Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act (2007): This law prohibits child
trafficking and exploitation. It provides protections and rehabilitation programs for
children rescued from trafficking situations.

4. Disability Care Laws

Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2017): This act protects the rights of people with
disabilities, mandating equal access to education, healthcare, employment, and public
facilities. It also aims to reduce social discrimination and stigma against individuals with
disabilities.
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Inclusive Education Policy for Persons with Disabilities (2017): This policy ensures access to
education for children with disabilities, mandating support services and resources to
create inclusive learning environments.

Disability Rights Protection and Welfare Rules (2020): These rules establish guidelines for
implementing the 2017 act, including provisions for accessible infrastructure, assistive
devices, employment training, and healthcare services for persons with disabilities.

5. Other Relevant Policies and Programs

National Health Policy (2019): This policy outlines the government’s strategy for health
services, prioritizing universal health coverage, healthcare quality, and equity. It
includes goals for addressing non-communicable diseases, improving maternal and
child health, and expanding mental health services.

Social Security Act (2018): This act provides a range of social security benefits, including
support for the elderly, single women, people with disabilities, and economically
disadvantaged groups. It covers healthcare, pensions, and unemployment support for
these vulnerable populations.

Challenges in the sector

The rise in the demand of the care services is exponential in the recent years. But there is a
lack of skilled professionals, such as healthcare workers and caregivers, and insufficient
infrastructure to support the care sector adequately, especially in rural areas. In the health
sector, for instance, the Female Health Volunteers have been providing services in both the
preventive and curative aspect but they are mostly underpaid and their contribution
unrecognized. The problem of limited government funding and infrastructure remain
significant obstacles to expanding quality care services. And the urban-rural disparities is
clearly visible as the access to care services is significantly better in urban areas compared to
rural regions..

Despite the laws and policies to govern the sector, there are significant challenges in
implementation. Constraints in resources are the greatest excuse to the ineffective
implementation of many care-related laws, particularly in rural areas. Moreover, many
people, especially in remote areas, are unaware of their rights and the available services.

Looking forward

Many of the issues pertaining to the care work can be addressed significantly just by
recognition and valuation of care work in the world of work. The policies that acknowledge
the economic value of care work, both paid and unpaid should be implemented, formulated
and revised accordingly. The good laws and policies are effective only when there are
adequate investment in public care infrastructures. The access to affordable, health care,
quality childcare, eldercare, and disability care services should be expanded in order to
meet the current demand of the care services and an appropriate plans should be made to
meet the future demands as well.
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Care services can be considered as one of the basic necessities of today’s world. Fair wages
and decent working conditions for care workers should be ensured to bring in the necessary
workforce into this sector. It should be ensured that care workers receive fair pay, benefits,
and protections. Similarly, to ensure equitable distribution of care responsibilities gender
equality should be promoted and the traditional gender roles should be challenged.

As the scope of the care work has expanded beyond the national borders, international
cooperation is necessary to ensure the dignity and rights of the care workers. The imminent
global care crisis can only be addressed through international cooperation and solidarity.

Conclusion

The care sector in Nepal is evolving but faces numerous challenges and opportunities,
particularly in healthcare, elderly care, childcare, and services for individuals with
disabilities. While Nepal’s care sector faces many challenges, there is potential for growth
with the right investments and reforms. Enhancing training, resources, and infrastructure,
particularly in rural areas, could greatly improve care services across the country.

Nepal has established a legal framework covering various aspects of care, from healthcare
to elderly, children and disability services. However, improved enforcement, resource
allocation, and awareness are needed to fully realize these laws' goals.

The Nepali care economy includes both paid and unpaid labor provided in healthcare, social
services, domestic work, eldercare, and childcare. Predominantly carried out by women, the
care economy is essential to Nepal’s social well-being and economic stability, but it remains
largely under-recognized and undervalued.

The care economy is a vital aspect of modern economies, providing essential care services
while also offering potential for growth and job creation. Addressing challenges in this
sector can lead to benefits for both individuals and the broader economy. Care work is very
important for individual well-being, social cohesion, and economic prosperity. And only
through a more just and equitable care system that values and supports all care workers we
can build a just society.

Mr. Nilambar Badal is a Researcher of Labour Migration
Mr. Sunil Neupane is an Editor of Deshpradesh.com
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Data Gaps in Nepal’s Remittance Regime

— Mr. Sanjit Shrestha

Remittances have remained an important source of earnings for Nepalis for the last two
centuries. The enlistment of Gurkhas in the British Indian armies after the Anglo-Nepal war?
and the concurrent outmigration of Nepalis for coolie labour in India? marked the beginning
of Nepalis’ dependence on foreign employment for livelihood. This has continued till today,
albeit in different forms. Labour migration to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries,
Malaysia, and recently Eastern Europe,® as well as student migration predominantly to
English-speaking countries such as the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom,*
represent newer trends in Nepal's migration landscape. Remittances have consistently
amounted to over 20 percent of the national gross domestic product (GDP) and remain
invaluable for the country to maintain its foreign exchange reserves and, by implication, its
economic order.®

Despite such a long history, remittances and their importance to Nepal were an
understudied subject, with the only exceptions being Bhim Bahadur Pande’s Desh Bakhat ko
Nepal (Nepal of Those Times) and Seddon et al’s Foreign Labor Migration and the
Remittance Economy of Nepal, published in 1987 and 1998, respectively.® Such a dearth of
studies is noteworthy considering migration, and particularly Gurkha recruitment, heavily
featured in academic and journalistic accounts by both Nepali and foreign writers; it is likely
that the unavailability of remittance data was one of the primary reasons for this.

The historical gaps in data have been unfortunately perpetuated. Even today, concrete data
on the remittance inflows and outflows from Nepal remain elusive. This has made
policymaking difficult, particularly thwarting the formalisation of remittances received
through informal channels such as Hundi, in-person, and in-kind transfers. This article
explores the data gaps in the remittance regime of Nepal and their policy implications.
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Data gaps

Remittance has been conceptualised in different ways in Nepal, mostly reflecting the
prevalent outmigration trend. Termed ‘gorkha remittance’ until the 1970s,” it was later
changed to only ‘remittance’ in the 1980s and included both remittances sent by workers
and Gurkha pensions.® Nepal Rastra Bank (NRB) started to distinguish between the two as
‘remittances’ and ‘gorkha remittances’ by the 1990s°—pertaining to the rise in the former
and a sharp decline in the latter. It is, however, unclear if historically remittances included
only those sent by Gurkha soldiers and excluded those repatriated by migrant workers
because the large outmigration trend from Nepal for coolie labour in India is well-
documented and would mean a significant under-reporting of numbers. This is indicated by
the spate of remittance inflow post-2000 with the improvement in migration governance in
the country; the increase in remittance inflows is significantly larger than the concomitant
increase in Nepali migrant stock abroad.l® In this regard, studies have postulated such
discrepancies to be a result of underreporting in the past due to inadequate governmental
mechanisms for data capture.!! It is also noteworthy that a larger proportion of migrant
workers today use formal channels for the transfer of remittances. It is problematic
regardless, however, as the terminology ‘gorkha remittance’, by name, excludes the
contribution of migrant workers during those periods, whether the amounts they
repatriated were included or not.

Although migration governance in Nepal, including data management, has improved
tremendously in recent times owing to the development of platforms like the Foreign
Employment Information Management System (FEIMS), large gaps still remain pervasive,
disrupting concrete reporting and analysis. The obvious gap in the data relates to the large
inflows via informal channels. Nepali migrant workers in India, particularly, have the
tendency to transfer money through acquaintances or carrying the amount themselves
when going back.’> The use of Hundi also remains widespread in other destination
countries, as many migrant workers in the Gulf are placed in remote locations with no
access to remittance service providers.!® Hundi is both convenient and fast for them despite
the risks involved. The fact that remittance inflows are being understated is widely accepted
in Nepal, with even the NRB needing to project the numbers from India in their reports.'*

The difficulty with disaggregating the total remittance inflows data is another gap that
afflicts Nepal’s remittance regime. The NRB reports the total remittance inflows by
aggregating the data received from all of the commercial banks and other remittance
service providers. However, the system records the country where the remittance transfer

7 Nepal Rastra Bank, Arthik Pratibedan 2029/2030 (Economic Report 2029/2030) (Kathmandu: GoN, 1973).
8 Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Report 1987/1988 (Kathmandu: GoN, 1988).

Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Report 1996/1997 (Kathmandu: GoN, 1997).

CESLAM, ‘Status of Remittances in Nepal’, (CESLAM, forthcoming).

Michael A. Clemens and David McKenzie, ‘Why Don’t Remittances Appear to Affect Growth?’, The Economic Journal 128, (2018): 179-
209.

12 NSO, Nepal Living Standards Survey IV 2022/23 (Kathmandu: GoN, 2024).
13

10
11

Isaku Endo and Gabi G. Afram, The Qatar-Nepal Remittance Corridor: Enhancing the Impact and Integrity of Remittance Flows by
Reducing Inefficiencies in the Migration Process (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2011).

Nepal Rastra Bank, Nepal Ma Bipreshan Aprabaaha Sthiti (The Situation of Remittance Flow in Nepal) (Kathmandu: Nepal Rastra
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company is located, rather than the actual country of destination where migrant workers
are employed. It has to be noted that the high amounts repatriated from the US in NRB
reports could be the result of remittances being rerouted through US-based remittance
transfer companies.'® As such, data on remittances continues to be speculative and lacking
nuance.

Policymaking difficulties

Detailed and disaggregated data is important for guaranteeing preciseness, efficiency, and
effectiveness in policymaking. Because of the prevalent data gaps vis-a-vis remittances in
Nepal, policymaking becomes difficult, particularly considering the diverse and ever-
evolving outmigration trends in Nepal. India's predominant status as the primary destination
country for Nepali migrant workers changed after the 1990s, with Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries and Malaysia emerging as prominent destinations. Recent times have also
seen Nepali migrant workers seeking work in Central and Eastern European countries.
Furthermore, outmigration from Nepal also includes student migrants—who then find
employment in destination countries while studying and also repatriate remittances—who
are heavily concentrated in English-speaking countries such as the US, the UK, and Australia.
There is tremendous diversity between these groups of migrants, and the need to
disentangle them for effective policymaking is paramount.t® But the remittance inflow data
continues to conflate between sources resulting in an incomplete picture; it is not possible
to disaggregate between remittances repatriated by Nepali student migrants from the US or
those sent by labour migrants in the Gulf but rerouted through US-based companies.
Without this data, policymakers in Nepal cannot formulate diaspora-specific policies to
induce higher repatriation of remittances as the conditions of migration and underlying
incentives for remittance transfer differ according to the migrant group. Disaggregate data
is needed to fulfil the government of Nepal’s goal of increasing remittance inflows through
formal channels for their productive utilisation.

Way forward

The government must invest in mechanisms to measure remittances, acknowledging their
importance for Nepal. Current mechanisms remain speculative—preventing concrete
reporting and analysis—resulting in a dependence on the aggregate figures alone, without
disaggregation. The Nepali government needs to invest in a data management system that
can correctly ascertain the destination country of the migrant workers repatriating
remittances and their mode of sending. This would allow proper analysis and the
formulation of tailored policies for catering to migrant workers from specific countries.
Similarly, the government needs to develop partnerships with financial institutions and
remittance service providers—both within and outside the country—to improve their
accessibility to migrant workers and develop campaigns encouraging migrant workers to
repatriate through formal channels.

15 MOLESS, Nepal Labour Migration Report 2022 (Kathmandu: GoN, 2022).

16 Sanjit Shrestha, ‘Diversifying Diaspora and Remittances’, The Kathmandu Post, January 16, 2024,
https://kathmandupost.com/columns/2024/01/16/diversifying-diaspora-and-remittances.
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Another factor that needs consideration is the diversification of the Nepali diaspora.
Remittances have been ‘low-hanging fruits’ for Nepal till now due to a large proportion of
Nepali migrant workers being labour migrants in the Gulf and Malaysia who are imposed
temporariness in their destination countries, with many of them the sole breadwinners in
their families; these factors incentivise the repatriation of remittances by migrant workers.
However, the same incentives are not inherently present for student migrants or migrant
workers in European countries, and the repatriation of remittances depends on effective
policies and a lucrative investing environment. The adoption of various diaspora strategies,
particularly the promotion of non-resident Nepali citizenship, could be crucial for attracting
remittances and investments. Otherwise, it is a dystopian future where the country not only
loses its human resources but also fails to attract remittances.

Mr. Sanjit Shrestha is a researcher at the Centre for the Study of Labour and Mobility,
Social Science Baha.
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— Ms. Sunita Mainali

Introduction

Migration has become an integral part of the global economy and a way of life for millions.
For migrant workers, the right to decent work and mobility is often at the forefront of their
struggles. In many regions, especially in developing nations, remittances sent back by
migrant workers constitute a significant portion of the economy. Globally, migrant workers
fuel entire industries while supporting their home countries through remittances,
contributing substantially to national GDPs. Although the number of outbound migrants
decreased after 2020 and only began to recover slowly in 2021, remittance inflows still
made up a large part of South Asia's economy, accounting for 24% of GDP in 2021 (World
Bank 2022). In Nepal, remittances reached Rs. 875 billion in the fiscal year 2019/20,
representing 23.23% of the national
GDP (NRB 2020).

Women migrant workers play a vital
role in Nepal’s economy. In 2021, they
comprised 19% of Nepal's 2 million
international migrants. Despite no
exact figures on their direct
contribution to the GDP, women form
a substantial part of the migrant
workforce, particularly in the domestic
and care sectors. These women send
remittances that bolster household
incomes, finance education, and health
care, and contribute to poverty

"Traveling was prohibited for us as
domestic workers." Twelve women
traveled to Kuwait as domestic workers
with us. It was a difficult voyage.
Nonetheless, the funds we returned help
maintain our family's standard of living. |
recall such hardships, and social security
no longer exists at all. I'm left behind with
unemployment, GBV, and backlash at
home.”

reduction. However, their work is
often undervalued, and their contributions underreported, due to the informal channels
through which many send remittances and the gendered nature of labor in these sectors.
Their contributions is veiled by societal norms and economic structures that devalue their
labor. This unequal power dynamic is integral to the politics of capitalism, where women
migrant workers are often framed as unskilled, undocumented, and underpaid.

9&
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The Gap and Key Challenges

Despite the various mechanisms and policies in place, Nepal’s reintegration programs for
returnee migrants remain narrowly focused on economic aspects, paying little attention to
gender-specific challenges faced by women migrant workers. The lack of a comprehensive
framework to address the unique needs of women returnees—such as healthcare,
education, employment, and social support—is a glaring omission. Further, their valuable
skills, experiences, and potential contributions to their communities go largely unrecognized
and unutilized.

This gender-insensitive approach persists despite Nepal’s constitutional guarantees of
gender equality and social justice, particularly Article 38, which outlines specific rights for
women, including the right to work and social security. However, in the name of
“protecting” women migrant workers, the government’s restrictive policies often push them
into undocumented and unsafe migration channels. Since 1998, Nepal has imposed, lifted,
and reinstated various bans and restrictions on the migration of women migrant workers
and/or domestic workers. The initial ban on women migrating to Gulf countries was enacted
following the widely publicized death of domestic worker Kani Sherpa in Kuwait. In the years
since, the country has alternately imposed and lifted total bans or restrictions based on
specific countries, occupations, and/or age groups. These restrictive measures, coupled with
inadequate data collection systems, mean that no comprehensive figures exist on the
number of women migrant workers or the remittances they send.

This situation reflects a global economic strategy that thrives on cheap labor. To create a
pool of low-cost workers, governments and employers exploit irregular migration processes
and insufficiently regulated labor markets. Women, often categorized as unskilled or
informal workers, are disproportionately affected by this system. This chaos benefits profit-
seeking entities while leaving migrant women vulnerable to exploitation, trafficking, and
rights violations.

Return and Reintegration: The Global Context

Return and reintegration are central components of global migration governance, as laid out
in international frameworks like the Global Compact on Migration (GCM), which urges states
to facilitate "safe and dignified return" and "sustainable reintegration." However, these
commitments are rarely fulfilled. A 2023 survey conducted by WOREC among 109 returnee
migrant workers (37% of whom were women) found that 88% remained unemployed after
returning from abroad. This highlights the failure of existing reintegration programs to
meaningfully address the challenges faced by returnee women migrant workers.

Furthermore, while the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (1990) advocates for the “orderly return”
of migrants and requires state cooperation, Nepal has yet to ratify this convention. The lack
of legal frameworks leaves returnee women without the protections they deserve, further
perpetuating the cycle of exploitation.

9\9
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The Need for Policy Reform

Nepal Government has initiated multiples of policies, directives and structures at all tiers of
government to promote safe and orderly migration. This is a positive sign on the states
eagerness to address the issues related to migration. However, challenges are rampant. To
address these challenges, Nepal’s government must ensure a safe and orderly migration
process by reforming its restrictive and protectionist laws. These laws, which claim to
protect women, actually drive them into unsafe and undocumented migration, where they
are more likely to face exploitation and abuse. As a first step, the government should revise
its gender-biased and gender-neutral laws to promote the rights and safety of women
migrant workers and returnees, particularly in light of their historical marginalization. A key
measure would be to establish legally binding agreements with destination countries to
ensure the dignity and social security of migrant workers, including women. These
agreements would promote better working conditions, legal protections, and fair wages for
women migrants. In line with the constitutional mandates of equality, such reforms must
reflect the principle of "nothing about us without us," ensuring that women migrant
workers are directly involved in policy formulation processes.

The need for organizing

At the grassroots level, the involvement of women migrant workers is critical. NGOs and
other civil society organizations working in the migration sector must recognize women
migrants as decision-makers in their own lives. Women migrants deserve social security,
equality, and a life free from all forms of exploitation and violence. Only by centering their
voices and leadership in migration discourse can Nepal develop policies that protect and
promote their rights. Campaigns aimed at ensuring safe and orderly migration, coupled with
advocating for social security for all migrant workers and returnees, led by grassroots
women migrants and returnees, are essential for breaking the cycle of global labor
exploitation. Nothing about migrants without migrants.

Ms. Sunita Mainali is Executive Director at WOREC
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An analysis on Nepalese Youth in Foreign Employment

— Ms. Samjhana Wagle

Youth Population and Unemployment in Nepal

The National Youth Policy of 2015 explicitly categorizes youth as individuals aged between
16 and 40 years. This demographic constitutes approximately 42.5 percent of Nepal's total
population (NSO, 2021). According to the National Planning Commission, approximately
500,000 young individuals join the Nepalese workforce annually (NPC, 2024).

The Nepal Labor Force Survey conducted in 2017/18 indicated that there were around 20.7
million individuals of working age, with approximately 7.1 million employed and 908
thousand unemployed. This corresponds to an unemployment rate of 11.4 percent. Notably,
the unemployment rate among females was higher at 13.1 percent, exceeding that of males
by 2.8 percentage points. The highest unemployment rates are observed among young
individuals aged 15 to 24, at 21.4 percent, and those aged 25 to 34, at 12.7 percent in
average (CBS, 2018).

Chart 1: Unemployment Rate by age group and gender (percent)
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Youth and Migration

International labor migration has emerged as an essential component of Nepali society. A
substantial number of young individuals are departing the country in search of employment
with approximately 500,000 people obtaining labor permits annually (IOM, 2022). The
migration of Nepalese youth to foreign nations is primarily driven by the scarcity of
employment opportunities within Nepal and the prospect of securing higher-paying jobs
abroad. As of the 2023/24 period, approximately six million Nepalese youths, with 93.8
percent being male and 6.2 percent female, have obtained work permits from the
Department of Foreign Employment in Nepal (Ministry of Finance, 2023/24). In recent years,
there has been a significant increase in the issuance of labor permits, and as of 2023, the
Department of Foreign Employment has sanctioned labor migration to a total of 111
countries (Ministry of Finance, 2023/24).

Chart 2 illustrates the number of youths obtaining labor approval (excluding re-entry) for
overseas employment. The data indicates a significant rise in the number of youths receiving
labor approval following the COVID-19 pandemic.

Chart 2: New Labor Approval for Foreign Employment
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Foreign employment offers numerous benefits, including the acquisition of new skills,
exposure to diverse cultures, and the potential for a higher income. Conversely, it may also
present certain drawbacks, such as separation from family and friends, challenges in
adapting to a new cultural environment and encountering language obstacles. The majority
of migrant workers from Nepal are low-skilled and compelled to engage in labor that is
often dirty, dangerous, and demeaning.

On the other hand, numerous educated young individuals are departing from Nepal to
pursue higher education and enhanced employment prospects. Data from the Ministry of
Education, Science and Technology indicates that in the academic year 2022/23, 117,563
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students obtained 'No Objection Certificates,' while 112,593 students received the same
certification in 2023/24. This trend highlights the significant issue of brain drain in Nepal. In
essence, the country is losing its 'muscle’ in terms of workforce and its 'brain' in the pursuit
of advanced studies.

The effects and ramifications of migration must be thoroughly assessed at both micro and
macro levels to comprehend the overall influence on individuals and the nation of Nepal.

Remittance: a significant income source for Nepal

Remittances typically denote the segment of income earned by migrants that is transferred
from their location of employment back to their home country. While these transfers can
occasionally take the form of goods, the term 'remittances' is predominantly used to refer
to monetary and cash transfers made by migrant workers to support their families and
communities. In developing nations, international remittances have emerged as a significant
source of external financial support.

Remittance has played a significant role in Nepal’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Over the
past decade, the highest contribution from remittances was recorded in the fiscal year
2015/16 at 25.5 percent, while the lowest was noted in 2021/22 at 20.2 percent.

Chart 3: Contribution of Remittance on GDP (percent)
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At the household level, remittances contribute to alleviating poverty, enhancing living
standards, and facilitating access to higher education. On a macroeconomic scale,
remittances can be directed towards entrepreneurship and productive investments, thereby
creating more job opportunities and increasing the income of individuals.

Challenges of Foreign Employment

Foreign labor migration is accompanied by several adverse effects. A significant challenge
associated with foreign employment is the occurrence of fatalities and physical injuries
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among young workers. Additionally, issues such as the trafficking of women, the migration
of child laborers across international borders—particularly to India—national Ilabor
shortages, and the influx of immigrants into Nepal, especially from India, are phenomena
that arise in conjunction with foreign labor migration. However, the consequences of death
and injury have a particularly profound negative impact (ILO, 2004).

Various challenges persist, including numerous violations of labor rights encountered by
workers throughout the migration process. These issues encompass exorbitant recruitment
fees, debts incurred from these fees, instances of deception, and wage-related infractions
such as non-payment and delayed payments. Additionally, workers often endure
substandard living and working conditions, declining health, and a lack of health insurance
and access to quality healthcare. Access to justice is another critical aspect, as many do not
receive effective legal recourse. The legal processes can be both costly and protracted,
whether abroad or in Nepal. Although legal aid services are available to migrant workers,
many remain unaware of these resources. In Nepal, the centralized nature of institutions
further complicates matters. Furthermore, the Memoranda of Understanding established
with various destination countries face enforcement and monitoring challenges, with some
agreements, such as those with Qatar, remaining un-amended for an extended period.

Death and Injuries

The fatalities and physical impairments among Nepali youth while working abroad pose a
major concern. This issue has become increasingly prominent alongside the rise in the
migration of workers. The accompanying chart illustrates the number of deaths among
Nepalese youth over the past decade, revealing a notable increase in the last three years. In
the year 2021/22, the recorded fatalities reached 1,395, averaging approximately four
deaths per day.

Chart 4: Deaths of Nepali Migrant in Foreign Employment
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Numerous instances of injuries among Nepalese migrant workers have also been reported.
In the fiscal year 2022/23, the Foreign Employment Board of Nepal extended financial
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support to 389 injured migrant workers, while in 2023/24, assistance was provided to 653
migrant workers.

The Foreign Employment Board is responsible for conducting welfare initiatives for migrant
workers and their families, which encompass compensation for fatalities and injuries.
Additionally, it oversees a range of activities designed to ensure that migration is both safe
and productive, including programs focused on skills development, orientation, and the
integration of returnees. Furthermore, both the Department of Foreign Employment and
the Foreign Employment Board contribute to policy reform discussions by providing insights
derived from their implementation experiences (Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social
Security, 2020).

The Government's primary focus is to highlight policies and initiatives aimed at preventing
occurrences of fatalities and injuries from the outset. Continuous preventive measures to
reduce such incidents encompass tailored orientation programs specific to each country, as
well as thorough medical assessments conducted in Nepal prior to departure, alongside
health camps organized by the relevant Missions in the host country. Furthermore, the
Government has placed significant emphasis on providing adequate skills training for
migrant workers before they leave, and has established robust regulations for the ongoing
monitoring and inspection of workplaces (Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social
Security, 2020).

Government Initiatives

The Government of Nepal has established several institutions aimed at supporting the
youth, along with the introduction of various policies specifically designed for Nepalese
young people.

In 2009, the Ministry of Youth and Sports was established. Currently, four organizations
function under this ministry to assist the youth: the Youth and Small Entrepreneur Self-
employment Fund (YSEF), the National Youth Council (NYC), the National Sports Council, and
the Nepal Scout. Below are some institutions dedicated to youth employment:

(a) Institutional Arrangement

i.  Youth and Small Entrepreneur Self-employment Fund (YSEF): The Government of
Nepal established the Youth and Small Entrepreneur Self-employment Fund in 2009
with the aim of addressing unemployment and creating job opportunities within
the country. This Fund focuses on orienting and training uneducated and
unemployed youth, while also providing collateral-free credit at subsidized interest
rates through various banks and financial institutions. The objective is to enhance
their income and improve their livelihoods. The Fund specifically targets
economically disadvantaged groups, including women, Dalits, indigenous
nationalities, conflict victims, youth, and communities possessing traditional skills
for commercial farming, agriculture-based enterprises, and service-oriented self-
employment.
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ii. Prime Minister Employment Program (PMEP): The Government of Nepal declared
in the budget for the Fiscal Year 2018/19 the initiation of the PMEP, aimed at
generating employment opportunities domestically and progressively reducing the
trend of Nepali job seekers migrating abroad. This program is being executed by
federal, provincial, and local authorities. Each local unit is equipped with an
"Employment Service Center," which is overseen by a government official assigned
by the ministry. Employment coordinators have been dispatched to local units to
facilitate this initiative. They have commenced the process of gathering data on
unemployed individuals. Those seeking employment can register their names at
their respective ward offices within rural municipalities or municipalities.

iii. Youth Focused Program (YFP): The Ministry of Agriculture Development (MoAD)
initiated the Youth Focused Program in the fiscal year 2013/14, which is executed
by the Department of Agriculture (DoA) and the District Agriculture Development
Offices. This program offers grants and technological support to young farmers
aged between 18 and 50 years. It primarily focuses on four sub-sectors or
commodities: mushrooms, honey, vegetables, and fisheries. The program is
specifically aimed at youth who are either returning from abroad, preparing to go
abroad, or are local residents, with particular emphasis on women, Dalits, and
marginalized communities.

iv. Residential Training Program for Entrepreneur Farmer and Unemployed Youth:
This initiative is being carried out by the Government of Nepal (GoN) in
collaboration with the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Development (MoALD)
and is executed by the Nepal Agriculture Research Council (NARC) for the benefit of
agribusinesses, farmers, and unemployed youth. The project commenced in the
fiscal year 2018/19. The primary objective of the program is to provide technical
support to agribusinesses, farmers, and unemployed youth while fostering local
employment opportunities. Interested farmers, agribusinesses, and unemployed
youth may apply for residential training, with selections made based on established
criteria outlined in the procedure.

(b) Policy Initiatives

The government of Nepal has implemented various policies aimed at enhancing
employment opportunities within the country, ensuring that foreign employment is
regarded as an option rather than a necessity.

The Constitution in Article 34, asserts that every worker is entitled to suitable employment,
equitable remuneration, and social security (The Constitution of Nepal, 2015). The Labor Act
of 2017 sets forth minimum labor standards, which include an eight-hour workday and a
maximum of 48 hours per week. Its objective is to guarantee fair wages, safe working
conditions, and social security benefits, thus promoting a more just work environment.
Additionally, the Labor Regulation of 2021 offers comprehensive guidelines for the
enforcement of these protections.
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The Sixteenth Plan of Nepal has recognized key challenges in optimizing the engagement of
youth within productive sectors. It aims to explore job opportunities both in the domestic
and international job markets, enhance the qualifications and competitiveness of young
individuals through the provision of technical and vocational education and training, and
reduce unemployment to effectively leverage the demographic dividend (NPC, 2024).

The National Youth Policy 2015 was ratified by the Government of Nepal and instituted by
the Ministry of Youth and Sports. Its primary objective is to foster the development of youth
in Nepal, offering them a platform to express their concerns, enhance their skills, and play
an active role in the nation's development.

In addition, various other initiatives and policies related to youth have been launched, such
as the Youth Vision 2025, which seeks to mobilize, engage, and empower young individuals.
Furthermore, the National Development Plan highlights the importance of youth
participation and innovation in the realms of education and employment. Likewise, the
UNDP Nepal Youth Strategy 2018-2022 also functions as an extensive framework for UNDP
Nepal to facilitate youth empowerment, advocacy efforts, policy formulation, partnerships,
research initiatives, and impact evaluation.

Furthermore, the Government of Nepal has formulated the 'Reintegration Program
(Operation and Management) Directives for Returnee Migrant Workers- 2022' in alignment
with Sub-rule (1) of Rule 52 (a) of the Foreign Employment Rules, 2007. This initiative aims
to facilitate a social and economic reintegration program that leverages the capital, skills,
technology, and experience gained by individuals during their foreign employment, thereby
fostering entrepreneurship and enhancing skill development within Nepal.

It can be argued that, apart from regulations related to public sector policies, enforcement
and implementation are lacking, leading to a negligible impact on the overall outcomes for
youth. These implementation deficiencies are primarily due to a lack of adequate
government commitment and capacity.

Conclusion and Suggestions

Migration is a complex phenomenon with significant individual and societal implications.
Migrants often experience increased income, improving their living conditions and sending
vital remittances that support local economies and enhance education, healthcare, and
housing. However, the emotional and psychological effects, such as family separation and
feelings of isolation, particularly among children left behind, must also be recognized.

Remittances significantly boost GDP, driving economic growth, reducing poverty, and
funding development projects. However, overreliance on them can create vulnerabilities,
such as economic instability from shifts in migration or recessions in host countries.
Additionally, the emigration of skilled workers can lead to brain drain, depriving the country
of essential human capital. As younger populations leave, the nation may face challenges
related to an aging population and a shrinking labor force.
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Most migrant workers from Nepal have low skill levels, limiting their job prospects and
forcing many into dangerous and demeaning employment. This highlights the urgent need
for better labor protections, training programs, and awareness of their rights. Addressing
these issues is crucial to ensure they can work safely and support their families without
compromising their health and well-being.

In the contemporary global landscape, individuals should not be confined in their ability to
migrate in search of improved opportunities. However, the government has the capacity to
develop appealing incentives that encourage citizens to stay within the country and leverage
the demographic dividend. To achieve this, the government ought to establish a 'labor bank'
that maintains current data on young individuals, including their academic qualifications and
skills. Additionally, it is essential for the government to devise effective strategies aimed at
attracting returning migrants and capitalizing on their skills and experiences.
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