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BUILDING KATHMANDU

Not all of Nepal’s migrant workers go abroad, many 
are day labourers on construction sites in Kathmandu. 
The foundation of Kathmandu sits atop the blood, 
sweat and tears of these workers but they have no 
benefits, no insurance and have to make a living from 
one day to the next. Watch the video on YouTube .
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Flying and farming
For an airline executive, Birendra Basnet has his feet firmly planted in Nepal’s soil

Nepalis are flying out by 
the thousands every day, 
but one recent morning 

Birendra Basnet was on seat 17A 
of an ATR-72 domestic flight, to 
Biratnagar.  

In these cynical times, Basnet 
is an example of how persistence, 
ingenuity and vision can help 
the national economy, providing 
employment to 1,500 Nepalis 
through his endeavours.

Basnet was flying on Buddha 
Air, which he established 26 years 
ago. The company has grown to 
become Nepal’s biggest airline. 
With the carrier now on autopilot, 
Basnet has time for his other 
pas sion: agriculture.

Not a small kitchen garden, but 
mechanised agro-industry to raise 
farm productivity and serve as a 
model for community enterprises 
in Nepal. His Arju Rice Mill in 
Morang buys from his own and 
surrounding farms to produce 
80,000 tonnes of rice a year. 

“There are obstacles in Nepal, 
but those are a given,” Basnet says, 
gesturing animatedly. “Everyone 
faces challenges, the question is 
what are you doing despite those 
hurdles?”

Indeed, after Buddha Air's 
takeoff, Basnet feels he can also 
transform agriculture to make 
Nepal self-sufficient in rice again. 
Eighty percent of Nepalis depend 
on farming, and a fair price for 
produce can lift them out of 
poverty. 

Basnet puts his money 
where his mouth is. He has so 
far ploughed Rs500 million of 
personal savings from Buddha 

Deep down, Basnet is 
frustrated with bureaucratic 
hurdles that put off entrepreneurs 
willing to invest in Nepal. Despite 
this, he says there are many 
hidden success stories in Nepal, 
heroes who have persevered to 
realise their dreams. 

“The reason I am optimistic 
about Nepal is that people are 
embracaing alternative politics by 
electing leaders passionate about 
genuine change. Leaders who do, 
and not just talk,” he says. “Also, 
people like us have to be more 
involved in nation-building.”

Back at Buddha Air, Basnet 
has decided to shelve plans to 

expand to remote area STOL fields 
or connect regional hubs with 
international flights. The carrier 
is retiring two of its ATR-42s, and 
replacing them with new generation 
ATR-72 600s. 

Last week, Buddha Air got top 
credit ratings from ICRA Nepal for 
‘controlled business performance’ 
rather than risky expansion post-
Covid. Buddha's domestic market 
share has grown to 67%., as the poor 
state of inter-city highways in Nepal 
mean people prefer to fly. 

The airline’s provisional revenue 
was Rs3.83 billion last year. It flew 
7.1 million passengers on 150 daily 
flights. 

Basnet says that a country like 
Nepal has to move away from the 
current crony capitalism with its 
winner-takes-all attitude to one 
where social entrepreneurs look 
towards the larger societal benefit. 
For this, businesses have to be 
sustainable so wealth creation is 
more equitable.

Basnet now wants to apply his 
model to other agricultural products 
like oranges in Bhojpur, apples in 
Jumla, and ginger in Salyan. He 
also plans to develop a network of 
solar-powered cold storage centres 
to preserve products, so farmers 
do not have to sell when prices are 
low.

Air into his agriculture enterprise, 
and hopes Arju will go into profit 
from next year. Nepalis consume 
140kg of rice per capita annually 
(compared to 105kg in India, where  
wheat is a staple) so there is plenty 
of scope for business.

“I could have done anything 
with my 500 million, why did 
I have to take the risk to invest 
in agriculture?” Basnet asks 
rhetorically. “To show that it can 
be done. Our community enterprise 
model cuts out the middleman 
and buys directly from subsistence 
farmers, helping them make a 
profit. Every rural municipality in 
Nepal could adopt this model.”    

OTHER PLANS: Buddha Air's founder Birendra 
Basnet in the company hangar at Kathmandu airport 
(left) and with his family at the Arju Rice Mill he 
established in Morang. His daughter Arju, after 
whom the rice brand is named, is in the middle. 
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