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Sector Road Map 
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Civil aviation is crucial to trade and tourism in landlocked Nepal and is a vital link for the 
remote hilly and mountainous parts of the country that are inaccessible by road. Nepal has 47 
airports, including Tribhuvan International Airport (TIA) in Kathmandu. The 46 domestic airports 
include short-take-off-and-landing strips.1 International air transport is used mostly by tourists; 
migrant workers traveling to and from the rest of Asia, the Middle East, and beyond; and 
business and official visitors. Domestic air traffic consists largely of tourists, religious visitors, and 
passengers traveling to and from Kathmandu and regional and remote destinations.2 Due to the 
limited road system and poor ground transport to many remote areas, domestic air services also 
carry a considerable amount of freight. Air traffic has been growing, and the government has 
recognized the urgent need to improve safety and capacity.3 Incremental improvements are 
already underway at TIA, but domestic airports in areas that have high development potential 
need to be rehabilitated and upgraded to achieve the country’s tourism growth targets.4  
 
2. The Gautam Buddha Airport (GBA) is situated 3.4 kilometers west of the town of 
Bhairahawa in the western region of Nepal. It is also 20 kilometers east of Lumbini, the birthplace 
of Lord Buddha, which has been designated a world heritage site by the United Nations 
Educational, Social and Cultural Organization.5 The airport can accommodate only domestic 
flights because it lacks the facilities for processing international passengers and the runway and 
apron are not suitable for use by the medium-size code C 2 jets used for international flights.6 
While domestic flights between GBA and TIA in Kathmandu are frequent and are used by both 
tourists and domestic passengers, the airport needs to provide air connectivity for international 
tourists who wish to travel directly to Lumbini from abroad. The government and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) believe that upgrading GBA to allow international air access would 
encourage international airlines to begin direct or one-stop services to the airport from India and 
several other Asian countries, and thereby increase tourism and its economic impact in the 
Lumbini area. In support of its commitment to make the airport an international point of entry to 
Nepal, ADB approved the South Asia Tourism Infrastructure Development Project on 16 
November 2009 to carry out the necessary work.   
 
3. GBA currently has a single runway that is 1,500 meters long and 30 meters wide. The 
taxiway is about 400 meters from the eastern end of the runway and leads to an apron with four 
parking positions in a power-in and power-out configuration for aircraft used for domestic flights. 

                                                 
1
  This includes four domestic airports with substantial passenger volume at Bhairawa, Biratnagar, Nepalgunj, and 

Pokhara. 
2
  Popular tourist destinations include Lukla, Pokhara, and Jomsom. The main destinations for religious visitors are 

Lumbini, Tilaurakot, and Ramagram, which is near Siddhartha Nagar. 
3
  The combined international and domestic passenger traffic at TIA is forecast to increase from 4.3 million 

passengers in 2012 to 9.3 million in 2028. 
4
  ADB. 2009. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Asian 

Development Fund Grant to Nepal for Air Transport Capacity Enhancement Project. Manila (Grant 0181-NEP, $10 
million; and Loan 2581-NEP, $70 million; approved on 23 November). 

5
  The World Heritage List includes 981 sites the organization’s World Heritage Committee considers to be part of the 

world’s cultural and natural heritage and to have outstanding universal value. 
6
  The aircraft under this International Civil Aviation Organization designation include the Airbus A320 and the Boeing 

737.  
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The passenger terminal has a floor area of about 1,024 square meters. GBA can now 
accommodate commercial flight operations by aircraft up to and including those classified as 
Code 2 by the International Civil Aviation Organization.7  
 
4. In 2012, GBA handled 4,172 flights, or an average of 5 per day, and almost 122,000 
passengers.8 Since Lumbini recorded 795,800 visitors during the year, it is reasonable to 
assume that the great majority of them traveled by road from points in Nepal and India.9 
Upgrading GBA to accommodate larger international aircrafts will enable airlines to establish 
direct international services from the countries that currently generate the majority of Lumbini’s 
visitors. These are, in order of numbers, India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Myanmar.10 The number 
of visitors from more distant countries, such as the People’s Republic of China, Japan and the 
Republic of Korea, could also grow once international air access to GBA becomes available, 
although direct flights are likely to take some years to develop.11 If airport infrastructure capacity 
is expanded sufficiently, annual passenger traffic at GBA is forecast to reach about 1 million by 
2030, including an estimated 282,000 international visitors to Lumbini.   
 
5. Increasing the number of foreign visitors to Lumbini will have substantial economic 
benefits. In particular, more comfortable and less time-consuming travel to and from the world 
heritage site is likely to increase the length of stay of tourists, which currently averages only 1 
day. Upgrading GBA will also help attract foreign tourists to Lumbini who visit other Buddhist 
religious sites in India on an itinerary known as the Footsteps of Lord Buddha.12 By improving 
the connections between South Asian cultural tourism sites in Nepal, the north and northeastern 
states of India, and Bangladesh, the GBA upgrade would be consistent with ADB’s interventions 
to support sustainable and inclusive growth in region by developing tourism infrastructure that 
taps the economic potential of contiguous, complementary tourism assets in the three countries. 
The impact will be a larger role for tourism in the subregion’s economy, as well employment 
opportunities and improved livelihoods in tourism areas.  
 
2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
6. The aviation policy adopted by the government in 2006 mandates a liberal, open-skies 
approach. The strategy calls for the upgrading of TIA and other airports, the strengthening of the 
institutional capabilities and effectiveness of the Civil Aviation Authority of Nepal (CAAN), and 
steps to attract private sector participation in airport development. The government’s 3-year plan 
for fiscal years 2013–2015 includes (i) the start of construction of a second international airport; 
(ii) the upgrading of the Pokhara and Gautam Buddha airports as international airports; (iii) 
enhancing capacity at TIA; (iv) blacktopping of 22 domestic airports; (v) increasing the number of 
international air carriers servicing Nepal to 31 from 24; (vi) increasing annual round trip air seat 
capacity to 7.5 million; and (vii) signing bilateral air transport agreements with an additional four 

                                                 
7
  Code 2C refers to the International Civil Aviation Organization aircraft code system that relates to airport and runway 

requirements and indicates aircraft such as the ATR 42. GBA is also used regularly by code 3B (Jetstream 41) and 
code 3C (ATR 72) aircraft. 

8
 GBA is served by twice daily air services from Kathmandu by Yeti Airlines, using Beech 1900D aircraft. Buddha 

Airlines advertises three daily roundtrip flights, using ATR 42 and ATR 72 turboprop aircraft. 
9
 People from Nepal make up almost 68% of the visitors to Lumbini. The largest number of foreign visitors come from 

India (120,584 in 2012). Many of these visitors currently travel by air to nearby points in India, such as Kushinagar, 
and are then transported 150 kilometers to Lumbini by tour bus.  

10
 The main countries of origin of the 256,584 foreign visitors in 2012 were India (47%), Sri Lanka (21%), Thailand 
(11%), and Myanmar (7%). 

11
 The principal sources of long-distance foreign visitors in 2012 were the People’s Republic of China, (3.4%), the 
Republic of Korea (2.0%), Viet Nam (1.4%), the Netherlands (0.8%), and Japan (0.7%).  

12
 The itinerary comprises Lumbini in Nepal, and Bodhgaya, Sarnath, and Kushinagar in India. 



3 

countries, increasing the total to 40. The government considers development and investment in 
air transport in Nepal to be sustainable, since the subsector generates revenues and supports 
the growth of the tourism industry, which in turn plays an important role in creating employment 
and alleviating poverty. The government is drafting new legislation that will consolidate existing 
acts; bifurcate CAAN’s regulatory and operational functions; and allow the private sector to 
participate in the development, operation, and management of airports.  
 
3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
17. ADB support in Nepal’s transport sector has focused on strengthening connectivity 
through improved road and air transport to contribute to the government’s sector objectives of 
increased cross-border trade through enhanced road connectivity and the promotion of tourism 
through better air connectivity into and within Nepal. Governance and social and environmental 
concerns have been addressed in the designs of its transport sector projects. It has also 
provided support for institutional strengthening in the areas of public-private partnership, asset 
management, climate change adaptation, and road safety, as well as for regional cooperation 
and integration, which has been a central theme in ADB’s operations in the sector. While ADB 
has been Nepal’s main development partner in the transport sector since 1969, Australia, France, 
and Japan have provided bilateral assistance in the air transport subsector for equipment such 
as radar and communications gear and formal training in air traffic management. Reliance on 
bilateral assistance is expected to decrease in the long term because the CAAN is showing signs 
of financial viability.  
 
18. In air transport, ADB will continue its support to upgrade capacity and safety at TIA, 
increase the capacity of GBA, and upgrade remote domestic airports to support tourism. It will 
also provide assistance to increase the government's capacity to undertake public-private 
partnerships. These activities, along with strengthening capacity of the CAAN, are to be carried 
out through the proposed Additional Financing to the South Asia Tourism Infrastructure 
Development Project and the Air Transport Capacity Enhancement Project II (2016).   
 
19. ADB operations in the transport sector have generally been successful. Although the 
projects have often been delayed by various factors, recent improvements in meeting the 
originally scheduled targets in procurement and project closing have been encouraging. Greater 
improvement in this regard is anticipated, as the ongoing Transport Project Preparatory Facility13 
will further enhance the readiness of the upcoming transport projects.  
 
 
 

                                                 
13

 ADB. 2013. Report and Recommendation of the President 
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Problem Tree:  

Transport, and Information and Communication Technology—Air Transport 
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ADB = Asian Development Bank, CAAN = Civil Aviation Authority of Nepal, LDT = Lumbini Development Trust. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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Sector Results Framework  
(Transport and Information and Communication Technology—Air Transport, 2013–2017) 

 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GBA = Gautam Buddha Airport, m = million, TIA = Tribhuvan International Airport  
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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