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Sonia Awale

More than 2.5 million 
Nepalis left the country 
just in the last three years 

to study and work abroad. In the 
past year alone, nearly 900,000 
students and migrant workers flew 
out of Kathmandu airport. These 
figures do not include those who 
crossed over to India. 

There were, of course, 
returnees in that period, but it is 
estimated that up to 16% of Nepal’s 
population at any given time is 
outside the country. Most of them 
are 20-35 years old, which means 
an estimated quarter of all Nepalis 
in that age group are abroad. 

It is mandatory for students 
going overseas to get a certificate 
from the Ministry of Education, and 
last year alone 112,593 were issued 
-- nearly double the pre-Covid 
figure (graph, left).

Before leaving, Nepali students 
officially exchanged Rs117 billion 
last year into hard currency to 
pay for their education costs. The 
actual figure through unregulated 
channels is probably higher.

Meanwhile, the 4 million Nepali 
migrant workers in Malaysia, Qatar, 
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Where We Went
Nepali students who left for higher education overseas.
Countries with the highest numbers in 2023/24. 

TH

Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, Korea, 
Europe and elsewhere sent back 
through banking channels Rs1.47 
trillion in remittances ($11 billion) 
last year. Actual figures are higher.

“The great irony is that while 
poorer Nepalis toil in the Gulf and 
Malaysia to increase our foreign 
exchange reserves, middle and 
upper class families are exchanging 
a part of that money to pay for 
college fees, travel and medical 
care abroad,” points out migration 
researcher Ganesh Gurung.

The numbers going to Australia 
and Canada dropped last year 
because of visa restrictions. But 
that has been more than made up 
by a 30% uptick in Nepali students 
going to the US (11,261) and UK 
(13,339) compared to last year.

But by far the largest number of 
students are going to Japan (34,731) 
which is also an increase of 30% 
over the previous year (map, above). 
Numbers going to Korea doubled in 
one year to 6,889. 

Nepalis go to 66 countries for 
higher studies, with Denmark, 
Finland and France becoming more 
popular, although the numbers are 
still much lower than the top six.

MORE NO OBJECTIONS
Number of No-Objection Certifi cates (NOC) issued by the Ministry of 
Education to Nepali students going abroad for studies.
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Brain gain into brain drain

Till recently, Nepalis were 
the largest number of foreign 
students in Australia. They 

were number three in Canada. 
Nepalis were among the top ten in 
the US.

It is no secret that many young 
Nepalis leaving on student visas 
intend to emigrate permanently. 

Countries in the Global North 
experiencing declining populations 
know this, but find it a convenient 
way to allow controlled entry 
for much-needed workers in the 
service or tech sectors.

“Many young Nepalis plan 
to settle in first-world countries 
eventually, or to return only after 
10-20 years,” affirms migration 
expert Ganesh Gurung. 

“Destination countries benefit 
too, they are getting a new 
generation of cheap labour without 
having spent anything on raising 
or educating them. What’s more, 
they also earn university fees. It’s 
a way for them to allow calibrated 
migration,” he adds.

Nearly half the students coming 
out of 10+2 schools opt to go abroad 
for higher education, leading 
to a significant drop in college 
enrolment across Nepal. 

Just like migrant workers 
are a safety valve that lets the 
government off the hook from 
providing jobs at home, students 
going abroad allows the state to 
dodge its responsibility to improve 
higher education quality here.  

Indeed, some argue that better 
universities and colleges in Nepal 
would not lessen the exodus of 
young Nepalis, because many of 

in Kathmandu. “But more alarming 
than the figures of students leaving 
is that we are taking it so casually, 
calling it normal." 

He adds: “Let us not worry 
about people who will leave 
anyway, but focus on the students 
who will stay if Nepal’s higher 
education is system is redesigned, 
repurposed and reformed to foster 
an entrepreneurial mindset so they 
benefit the country.” 

The method of education in 
state-run colleges and universities 
are still stuck in the era of rote 
learning taught by under-motivated 
teachers using outdated curricula, 
regurgitating memorised answers 
at exam time. The university 
environment is politicised and 
there are frequent disruptions with 
delayed exam results.

Invest in quality higher education to deter youth out-migration and revive the economy
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One way to change this is 
twinning with international 
universities, but for this there 
has to be a less xenophobic and 
transparent government machinery 
that is open to new methods.

“Accreditations, partnerships 
and exchanges with institutions 
around the world will open up 
opportunities for students,” says 
Aryal. “The government should 
welcome foreign universities, they 
will force us to raise the standard of 
our education.”

Information technology and 
medicine are among the most 
lucrative options for Nepali 
students abroad. Institutions of 
higher learning in Nepal itself could 
specialise in inter-disciplinary 
liberal arts, social studies, 
agriculture and the environment, 

public health, hospitality, or 
heritage studies.  

Youth are also leaving because 
there is no guarantee of jobs even 
when they get a higher degree here. 
The informal sector is still the 
biggest employer, and job options 
in private companies and civil 
service are limited. 

Ganesh Gurung says the 
education sector must adapt to the 
changing labour market such that 
Nepal produces skilled human 
resources in the areas with high 
demand like nursing.

He adds, “The focus must be on 
our strengths. The economy can be 
revived by making the best use of 
Nepal’s natural beauty to generate 
jobs in the hospitality industry, 
and turn it into a destination for 
international retirees.”    

(until mid-June)

them intend to emigrate for good. 
“Yes, student visas have 

become a means to an end, the 
goal is to work and settle,” says 
Narottam Aryal of King’s College 
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Pr eeti Khattri

Vishad Raj Onta

Nepali athletes have not 
won any medals in the 
ongoing Olympics in 

France, but their participation in 
judo, shooting, swimming and 
taekwondo, is seen as a source of 
national pride. 

If breakdancing can be an 
Olympic sport, why isn’t trail 
running? If it was, Nepali runners 
would have a good chance of 
podium finishes on the Olympic 
stage.

If mountain trail 
running was an 

Olympic sport, 
Nepali athletes may 

have won some 
medals by now

Nepali trail 
running 

champions

Ranked 8th in the world in the 100km 
race, Nepal’s Sunmaya Budha is 
taking long strides in the international 

tra il running circuit.
In March, the 24-year old from Jumla 

was at the Wenling 70km road race in 
China. On her first time, she set a record for 
the course, beating the number two ranked 
female trail runner in the world.

It was a 70km road race all on a road 
surface, something Budha is less used to, 
since almost all of her training is on trails. 
Budha hit a roadblock at 30km, when her 
leg started cramping up, but she fought 
through it.

Soon after winning Wenling, she 
traveled with her manager to Spain to race 
again at the La Palma Island 2024, a 100K 
ultramarathon. 

Budha was apprehensive about her 
chances, because she was coming back 
from an injury and the field was strong. In a 

pre-race interview, she thought she could not 
even finish in the top ten. She ended up third.
Now, she is eying the world trail running 
championship in Spain in September.

 Sunmaya started running while in 
Grade 7 in Jumla, and did well at school 
tournaments. She came to Kathmandu to take 
part in 3 and 5Ks.

“My very first race was 1,600m, and I 
came in second only because I had no clue 
that the finish line was a little further than 
where we had started from,” she recalls, 
laughing. The next year, she won the race.

“There was no tv, no internet in my 
village. The only way to get any kind of news 
or information was the radio,” remembers 
Budha of her childhood. Her parents 
(pictured, right) were not educated and 
initially did not understand this passion for 
running, insisting instead on an arranged 
marriage for her.

“They weren’t too persistent about 
marriage, but were a little concerned with 
how thin I was getting from all the training,” 
she says, “they let me know that they could 

not support me financially.”
She moved to Khalanga and started 

training at the Karnali Sports Club under Hari 
Bahadur Rokaya who was Nepal’s Olympic 
marathoner in 1988 and 1992, and the fastest 
in the Everest Marathaon. Throughout it all, 
her parents thought she was in school. Budha 
benefited from Rokaya’s mentorship as she 
could train for free and he took her to races.

“My parents only figured out I was 
running when they heard that I came third 
in a national-level race in Dharan,” recalls 
Budha. She won a cash prize of Rs15,000.

Budha kept improving and was invited to 
her first trail race, a 12km course organised 
by British trail runner Richard Bull, who 
co-founded trailrunningnepal.org. In July 
2021, Sunmaya was signed to Asian Pacific 
Athlete’s The North Face Adventure Team 
and she had professional management, 
coaching, financial support, and equipment. 

Budha’s first win came in December 2021, 
when she won the Doi Inthanon UTMB  in 
Thailand, finishing ahead of other renowned 
Nepali female trail runner Mira Rai.

Nepal’s performance in 
international football has been 
inconsistent, with some regional 
successes but limited impact on 
the larger Asian stage. The men 
and women’s cricket teams have 
performed well, achieving ODI 
status and competing in the ICC 
T20 World Cup qualifiers. 

But it is Nepal’s trail and 
ultra-athletes who have gained 
significant recognition in 
international mountain and trail 
running races. Better acclimatised 
because of our natural high-altitude 
training, trail runners like Dawa 

Dachhiri Sherpa, Sangé Sherpa, 
Sunmaya Budha, Bhim Gurung, 
Tirtha Tamang, Mira Rai have 
won at prestigious events and set 
records. Mira Rai has become an 
international icon, and was named 
National Geographic Adventurer of 
the Year in 2017. 

Nepal’s topography provides 
an excellent training ground, 
enhancing the performance of 
athletes in this field. The sport 
was unrecognised even in Nepal 
despite Nepali runners making 
headlines internationally, and it 
was only in 2023 that the National 

Sports Council paved the way for 
its national recognition. 

The Adventure Running 
Federation was set up to 
encourage trail running which 
has more of a niche audience 
compared to cricket or football. 
Still, it would be pity if Nepal 
did not invest in its athletes who 
can make the country proud, 
just as Kenyan and Ethiopian 
marathoners have. 

Globally, the popularity of 
mountain and trail running has 
surged in the past two decades, 
driven by a growing interest in 

RUN SUNMAYA, RUN
Nepal’s Sunmaya Budha takes long strides 
in the international trail running circuit

Suman Kulung fl ying in Austria. He ranks top in Nepal in the ITRA chart.

Sunmaya Budha hit record timing in China’s Wenling 70km race this year. 



SKYRACE

Watch highlights video of Skyrace Pikey Peak 2023, 
Nepal’s first one-day race completing a loop in 
Solukhumbu from Phaplu and reaching Pikey Peak at 
4,046m. The race is listed in ITRA and the International 
Skyrunning Federation, and qualified for the 
prestigious UTMB Index.
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