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Preface

In 2016, I set out to understand how people on the move encounter, experience, and escape anti-
trafficking and emigration control measures such as migration bans on domestic work in Nepal. Over 
the following decade, I explored various aspects of these bans, including decision-making, borders, 
escape, subversion, exploitation, stigma, abandonment, strandedness, return, and, most recently, the 
deaths of Nepali women marginalised by caste, class, and gender hierarchies. 

This report summarises what I have learned over a decade-long engagement with migration bans 
framed as measures to protect women. It is about the women whose deaths those same policies 
have helped make possible. It is written for the Members of Nepal's Federal Parliament, who have the 
power to end a policy of migration bans on domestic work that has now outlived any credible claim to 
protecting the women it was designed for. It draws on a decade of fieldwork; on sustained relationships 
with returnee domestic workers; on direct testimony from families who have lost daughters, wives, 
and mothers; and on an analysis of a policy environment that has had 25 years to demonstrate that 
restriction has never kept, and will never keep, Nepali women safe. 

I do not argue that women's migration for domestic work abroad is risk-free—any more than men's labour 
migration is. Nor do I deny that exploitation occurs in overseas domestic work; it does, just as extreme 
exploitation permeates male-dominated sectors of foreign employment. Neither do I deny that women 
domestic workers lose their lives abroad. They do. Yet, official records consistently document even higher 
numbers of deaths among Nepali men in foreign employment. The question, then, is why one form of 
exploitation has been repeatedly sensationalised and used to justify restricting only one group's labour 
mobility. I argue that migration bans rest on two flawed assumptions: first, that all domestic work is 
inherently exploitative; and second, that bilateral labour agreements can eliminate exploitation. Some of the 
women whose stories inform our findings spoke with me and/or my research collaborators directly; others 
are known to us through families who trusted us with their grief, many of whom remain in touch with us still. 
I have tried throughout this report to honour that trust by being care-full about what the evidence shows.

What the evidence shows, consistently and across every study cited here, is this: when the state responds 
to the labour exploitation Nepali women face abroad in domestic work by making their migration illegal, 
women cease to be protected. Instead, the ban creates incentives for every state and non-state actor 
involved in this debate except Nepali migrant domestic workers and those who seek to migrate through 
irregular channels for domestic work abroad. For example, I have built a career studying this issue, 
including a doctorate, a permanent lectureship, publications, awards, policy access, and most recently, 
an impact case study now in progress. Yet the returnee women and bereaved families whose grief, 
testimony, and experiences underpin these pages have received no comparable benefits. Many remain 
subject to the very ban that I, and many others like me, have spent the past decade documenting.

Rather than protecting women, Nepal's policy of migration bans pushes them into irregular migration 
channels, exposing them to exploitation and premature death. Parliament has the power to change that. 
This report explains why it should, and how it can.

Dr Ayushman Bhagat
July, 2026.
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For over 25 years, the Government of Nepal has treated migration bans as its primary tool for protecting 
women who migrate abroad for domestic work. Since 2017, a blanket ban has prevented Nepali women 
from accessing formal migration pathways for domestic work, whilst since 2020 the ban has been 
conditionally eased subject to seven preconditions, the most consequential being a requirement that 
destination countries first sign a Bilateral Labour Agreement (BLA) in domestic work. 

This report presents cumulative evidence from three interdependent research projects involving 
more than 150 community members, 81 documented mobility stories, interviews with over 70 
migration-sector actors, and 17 in-depth family testimonies relating to migrant deaths. The evidence 
demonstrates that the migration ban has failed on its own terms: it has not prevented Nepali women 
from migrating for domestic work, but it has reduced their access to legal protection, state support, and 
accountability mechanisms when harm occurs. The report finds that:

•	 Nepali women continue to migrate for domestic work through informal channels, but without legal 
recognition, state support, or access to protection mechanisms. 

•	 The ban restricts the mobility of women from marginalised caste, ethnic, and low-income 
communities whose migration decisions are shaped by poverty and limited opportunities. 

•	 By pushing migration outside formal systems, bans increase exposure to deception, exploitation, 
abuse, disappearance, and death whilst reducing accountability. 

•	 Women migrating outside official systems remain invisible in state records, limiting their access to 
rescue, justice, and compensation. 

•	 Bilateral Labour Agreements (BLAs) in domestic work cannot substitute for enforcement, worker 
participation, access to justice, and effective Nepali mission-led protection systems. 

Based on this evidence, the report recommends replacing migration prohibition with a rights and 
dignity-based framework. The key recommendations are to: 

I.	 Immediately lift the ban and create accessible legal migration pathways for domestic workers; 

II.	 Protect Nepali women already abroad regardless of migration status, including through stronger 
embassy support, legal assistance, and emergency protection mechanisms; 

III.	 Reform social protection, compensation, and repatriation systems for migrant workers and their 
families; 

IV.	 Use Bilateral Labour Agreements as protection mechanisms rather than barriers to migration; 

V.	 Reform recruitment systems and reduce dependence on unregulated brokers; 

Executive summary
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VI.	 Support returnee workers and challenge stigma associated with women's labour migration; 

VII.	 Strengthen accountability mechanisms and migration data systems to ensure migrant deaths, 
disappearances, and exploitation are properly recognised and addressed. 

The evidence presented in this report shows that migration bans have made Nepali women's migration 
less visible, less regulated, and less safe. Nepal's migration governance should move away from 
restricting women's mobility and towards ensuring that all migrant workers are recognised as rights 
holders entitled to protection, and accountability. Lifting the ban is the first step towards a just and fair 
migration governance where women citizens of Nepal can migrate with dignity.



8 Banned to Death: Why must Nepal lift 
migration bans on domestic work?



9Banned to Death: Why must Nepal lift 
migration bans on domestic work?

Every year, hundreds of thousands of Nepali 
citizens migrate for foreign employment. 
According to official records, 8,39,266 labour 
permits were issued to Nepali citizens for foreign 
employment abroad during FY2024–25i. During 
the first quarter of FY2025–26, an average of 
about 2,230 labour permits were issued per 
dayii, resulting in 2,00,716 labour permits being 
issued to Nepali citizens for foreign employment 
during the quarter. The recent labour migration 
report indicates that Nepali women constitute 
an increasing share of labour migrants, rising 
from less than 7% in 2011 to approximately 11% 
in 2021, whilst labour permit records show an 
even steeper increase, from under 4% of permits 
issued in 2008/09 to nearly 13% in 2023/24iii. 

Nevertheless, these ‘official data’ underestimate 
women's labour migration, as they exclude 
the large number of women who migrate to 
undertake domestic work in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) states, Malaysia, and other 
destinations. The scale of this omission is 
difficult to overstate. Whilst unofficial estimates 
suggest that the number of Nepali women 
employed as domestic workers abroad runs into 
the hundreds of thousands, no reliable estimate 
exists of the total population living and working 
overseasiv. As a result, we do not know how 
many women leave Nepal each day for domestic 
work, the proportion of remittances (equivalent 
to approximately 27% of GDPv) that they 
generate, how many experience exploitation or 
abuse, or how many die whilst employed abroad. 
Thus, despite the centrality of migrant labour and 
remittances to Nepal's economy, the mobility, 
labour, caste, deaths, and contribution of women 
migrant domestic workers remain absent from 
official statistics and policy discourse. 

This is due to the Government of Nepal's long-
standing policy of migration bans on foreign 
employment in the domestic work sector. 

1. Introduction 

This restrictive policy framework governing 
women's migration for domestic work is not a 
uniquely Nepali approach. Comparative research 
across Indonesia, Nepal, the Philippines, and 
Sri Lanka has identified two recurring policy 
narratives behind such bansvi: (a) where sending 
states use bans as leverage in labour diplomacy 
to negotiate better conditions abroad, and (b) 
where the state positions itself as "protector," to 
reaffirm traditional gender norms. The evidence 
in this report suggests that Nepal's ban has 
functioned as the latter, without generating the 
negotiating leverage that its proponents have 
long claimed it would. The seven preconditions 
introduced in 2020 for lifting the migration ban: 
(a) legal protections, (b) bilateral agreements, 
(c) guaranteed labour rights, (d) social security, 
(e) occupational safety, (f) regulated working 
conditions, and (g) 24-hour insurancevii; have 
proved unattainable in practice, thereby creating 
grounds for the indefinite continuation of 
bans. Most of these conditions lie beyond the 
Government of Nepal's capacity to secure 
unilaterally. 

Moreover, even where formal protections exist, 
they do not automatically prevent exploitationviii. 
The continued exploitation and deaths of Nepali 
male migrant workers despite “strong BLAs” 
and formal labour protections demonstrates 
that such mechanisms, whilst important, 
cannot alone guarantee safety and dignity. The 
continued application of these restrictions has 
therefore come at the expense of thousands of 
Nepali migrant domestic workers.

This report brings together nine years of 
academic research, grassroots fieldwork, 
investigative journalism, and direct engagement 
with government, civil society, and international 
migration-sector actorsix, alongside the wider 
international research literature on migration 
bans and domestic worker exploitationx, to make 
a single, evidence-based argument to Parliament: 

Chapter 1
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Migration bans on domestic work do not protect women. The preconditions for lifting them will not 
eliminate labour exploitation; instead, they abandon Nepali women already marginalised by class, 
caste, and gender—both in life and in death. 

The report is built on the stories of mobility of 
81 Nepali women, which reveal that informal 
migration produces highly varied outcomes, 
including multiple cases of successful 
employment and improved livelihoods alongside 
cases of abuse, deception, exploitation, and 
death. However, even those with positive 
experiences remain vulnerable due to the 
absence of legal status, institutional protection, 
and access to formal support mechanisms. 

Migration bans on domestic work must be lifted, 
followed by efforts to negotiate decent working 
conditions of Nepali domestic workers abroad. 
What follows is organised in three parts: the 
policy history that produced today's ban (Section 
2), the evidence of what that ban has actually 
done over nine years of fieldwork (Section 3), and 
what Parliament can do instead (Section 4).



11Banned to Death: Why must Nepal lift 
migration bans on domestic work?

The formal regulation of women’s labour 
migration in Nepal began with the 1985 Foreign 
Employment Act, which required women to 
obtain a male guardian's permission to migratexi. 
This codification assumed that women's mobility 
required family and state control rather than 
being their own choice. 

1998: The first ban 
All women migrant workers were first banned 
from migrating to Gulf countries following the 
highly publicised death of a domestic worker, 
Kani Sherpa, in Kuwaitxii. This event triggered 
the government's first migration ban targeting 
women and established a pattern that has 
recurred over the following two decades: a 
high-profile death or crisis, public outrage, and 
a blanket restriction on women's mobility. Since 
then, Nepal has implemented, repealed, and re-
implemented various bans and restrictions on 
the migration of women and domestic workers, 
at various points covering total bans as well as 
restrictions by country, occupation, and agexiii. 

2017: The blanket ban on domestic work
Following a parliamentary committee's field visit 
and consultations on bans, restrictions, and 
related frameworks, the government imposed a 
total ban on migration for domestic workxiv. 

2020: Conditional easing 
The Committee requested that the government 
repeal the 2017 ban in September 2020, 
subject to seven preconditionsxv, including 
the signing of Bilateral Labour Agreements 
(BLAs) with all destination countries, and the 
existence of separate labour laws. The single 
most consequential precondition remains the 
requirement that destination countries sign a BLA 
specifically covering domestic work. 

2017–2026: Nine years of inaction 
No BLA specifically covering domestic work 
had been signed with any major destination 

2. Policy background: 25 years of restriction

country for most of this period. Meanwhile, the 
government has layered on further restrictions 
(for example, the No Objection Certificate (NOC) 
requirement for transit through Indian airports, 
increased scrutiny of visit-visa issuance, and 
expanded surveillance at borders, highways, 
and airports)xvi, whilst the demand for Nepali 
domestic workers, and the flow of women 
meeting it, has continued unabated. 

Despite the restrictions, Nepali women have 
continued migrating for domestic work through 
both formal and informal channels; many 
resort to irregular channels, making it difficult to 
accurately estimate their actual numbers, which 
unofficial estimates suggest could run into the 
hundreds of thousands. The abandonment this 
created was made visible during the COVID-19 
pandemic. In 2020, the government introduced 
repatriation procedures to bring stranded 
citizens home, but the initial repatriation criteria 
prioritised migrants documented through the 
formal labour migration system, leaving many 
irregular migrants without equal access to 
state-supported repatriation. Whilst the list was 
later amended, this instance offers one of the 
clearest documented instances of the ban's logic 
in determining who the state considers worth 
protecting. 

The most recent discussion prior to the youth-led 
protests of September 2025 driven by outrage 
over nepotism, corruption, governance failures, 
unemployment, and police accountability 
(in other words, the “Gen Z” movement, 
predominantly centred in Kathmandu, which 
disrupted government and business activity 
nationwide), was that the Government of Nepal 
was considering lifting the migration ban on 
domestic workersxvii. Advocacy groups, human 
rights organisations, and critical scholars have 
long called for this, on the grounds that the ban 
increases workers' vulnerability to exploitation. 
However, Section 3.5 provides evidence that a 

Chapter 2
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BLA alone, which is an opaque document that 
rarely, if ever, incorporates the views of domestic 
workers into its design and negotiation, and often 
lacks enforceable protections, will not address 
the underlying conditions that enable severe 
exploitation.

Why domestic work has been treated 
differently 
Domestic work sits at the intersection of two 
devaluations. First, patriarchal gender norms 
frame cleaning, cooking, and caregiving as 
women's natural, unpaid domestic duty rather 
than legitimate paid labour. Second, as a 
form of social reproductionxviii, domestic work 
sustains households, economies, and labour 
markets, yet remains systematically undervalued 
because it is performed largely by women and 
within private spaces. Third, in Nepal and wider 
South Asian societies, caste hierarchies have 
historically associated domestic labour with 
lower-status occupationsxix, reinforcing its stigma 
and invisibility. This contradiction has fuelled 
the growth of global and regional care chainsxx, 
through which women from poorer countries 
migrate to meet rising demand for domestic 
and care work in wealthier societies, whilst their 
own care responsibilities are transferred to other 
women within their families and communities. 

In Nepal and wider South Asia, these gendered 
dynamics intersect with caste and class 
hierarchies that have historically associated 
domestic labour with marginalised occupations, 
further reinforcing its stigma and invisibility. 
These intersecting norms mean that the 
exploitation and deaths of male migrant workers 
in other sectors, even at comparable or worse 
scale, have never triggered a comparable 
ban. For example, during the FIFA World Cup 
construction in Qatar, reports suggested two to 
three Nepali male workers' bodies arrived home 
each dayxxi, yet the government did not ban 
migration to Qatar. Most recently, 1,273 Nepali 
migrant workers returned in coffins in the first 
ten months of this fiscal year (mid-July 2025 to 
11 May 2026); of these, 1,229 were men and only 
44 were womenxxii. These figures capture only 
migrants who travelled through formal channels. 
This means the deaths of women who migrated 
informally, very likely the larger share of women 
in domestic work, are not counted here at all, and 
remain entirely absent from the state's record. 
Yet the policy response has focused specifically 
on restricting women's mobility. When women 
are the ones migrating, and specifically into 
feminised, caste-associated labour, restriction 
has been the default state response.
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3.1 The ban does not stop migration
Despite 25 years of intermittent migration bans, 
Nepali women have never stopped migrating for 
domestic work. Whilst introduction of the recent 
ban in 2017 put a complete halt on women 
migrating as domestic workers through formal 
channels, especially in the gulf countries, this 
decline in formal migration did not correspond to 
a decline in actual migration in those countries. 
Estimates suggest that between 60,000 and 
100,000 Nepali women currently work in the 
Gulf as domestic workersxxiii. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that the figure could be considerably 
higher still, given how much of this migration is 
via informal channels.

Twenty-five years of bans have not prevented 
determined Nepali women from migrating for 
domestic work. These migration bans selectively 
strip Nepali women of the constitutional rights 
of citizenshipxxiv. By denying labour permits, the 
state denies women access to the legal channels 
through which protection, accountability, 
and assistance are provided. In doing so, it 
relinquishes responsibility for their safety, 
leaves families to bear the consequences alone, 
and transforms the state's duty of care into a 
policy of abandonment. Hence, Nepali women 
migrate via informal channels, and Nepali state 
disappears for them. Those travelling through 
informal channels:

•	 Have no labour contract, no vetted employer, 
and no minimum-wage guarantee;

•	 Cannot register with Nepali missions abroad, 
because doing so would expose their "illegal" 
status;

•	 Even though the government has provisions 
for registering them through official contracts, 
many are either unwilling or unable to 

3. The evidence: Why migration bans harm Nepali 
women

produce such documents for various reasons, 
including employers' reluctance and illiteracy;

•	 Have no access to consular assistance if 
they face abuse, wage theft, confinement, or 
violence;

•	 Cannot access government compensation 
schemes if injured, exploited, or killed;

•	 Are frequently forced to pay agents for their 
own "rescue" from exploitative situations;

•	 Have weaker bargaining power with 
employers, many of whom understand and 
exploit the fact that these workers have no 
support from their countries.

	 Illustrative account. A woman interviewed 
for this research migrated to Kuwait via 
an agent who promised one destination 
country and a labour permit, then delivered 
both a different country and a visit visa. The 
agent groomed her to lie to immigration 
officers along the way. Her passport and 
phone were confiscated on arrival. When she 
later asked to return home after enduring 
food deprivation and physical abuse from 
an employer, the same agent demanded a 
further payment for her return ticket, forcing 
her family into high-interest debt. 

This pattern recurs across the wider set of life-
history interviews reviewed for this report and 
illustrates what "no institutional recourse" means 
in practice. Several labour-sending countries, 
including Nepal, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
and Sri Lanka, have also imposed restrictions 
on women's domestic work migration. For 
example, the ILO suggests that Nepal's own 
ban was briefly lifted in 2010; during that period, 
the proportion of women migrating through 
legal channels tripled. Further, the Philippines 

Chapter 3
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represents a more regulated approach, relying 
on migration governance systems and bilateral 
agreements rather than blanket bans. However, 
Filipino migrant domestic workers continue 
to face documented cases of abuse and 
structural vulnerability. To address these risks, 
the Philippines has invested in overseas worker 
protection through migrant worker offices, 
welfare programmes, and targeted support 
for domestic workers abroad. Its experience 
demonstrates that protecting domestic workers 
requires regulation, monitoring, and support 
systems, not restrictions on women's mobility.

3.2 The ban is a gender and caste 
discriminatory policy
Women who migrate for domestic work 
are disproportionately from Dalit, Janajati 
(Indigenous), and low-income backgrounds, 
with limited literacy, financial resources, 
and social capital. Although some argue 
that the government does not collect caste-
disaggregated data on labour migration or 
domestic workersxxv, making precise estimates 
impossible, existing research consistently shows 
that many women who migrate for domestic 
work come from structurally disadvantaged 
communities. For these women, migration is 
often a strategy to escape entrenched poverty as 
well as the enduring legacies and contemporary 
realities of caste-based oppression in Nepal. 

The discriminatory effects of the ban are 
compounded by the gender-blind nature of 
Nepal's labour migration governancexxvi. The 
foreign employment registration system fails 
to account for the intense social stigma around 
female labour migration, meaning that even 
women who attempt to migrate through regular 
channels often face familial and community 
sanction. Rather than addressing the structural 
inequalities that shape women's migration 
decisions, including, but not limited to, poverty, 
caste-based exclusion, and inadequate social 
protection, the ban confines women within 
the intersecting hierarchies of gender, caste, 
class, and indigeneity that many seek to escape 
through migration. 

I have documented cases of Nepali women 
intercepted at borders and airports by anti-
trafficking organisations and forcibly returned to 
their communities of originxxvii, where they faced 
renewed domestic violence, debt pressure, or 
caste-based exclusion without any improvement 
in the structural conditions that prompted them 
to migrate. Research further suggests that 
restricting women's mobility in economically 
marginalised households can itself increase the 
risk of domestic violencexxviii, particularly where 
male family members have migrated and women 
are left solely responsible for household survival. 
Hence, the ban disproportionately reproduces 
the harms experienced by women from already 
marginalised caste and socioeconomic groups.

3.3 The ban creates the harm it claims 
to prevent
Migration bans allow anti-trafficking and 
emigration control infrastructure in Nepal to 
expand control over women's mobility. In all three 
research projects, participants have suggested 
that this protectionist approach often harms 
the very women it claims to protect. Women 
trying to migrate for work are frequently stopped 
at borders, highways, and airports based on 
assumptions about their appearance, caste, 
travelling alone, or behaviourxxix. Many are 
taken to shelters, kept there until a male family 
member arrives, and sent back to communities 
they were trying to leave. Border monitoring 
has created a large enforcement system 
focused on stopping women's movementxxx. 
At some border points, several anti-trafficking 
organisations operate at the same location. 
This shows the scale of resources invested 
in preventing women's movement. Yet these 
interventions often fail to provide protection, 
access to rights, or solutions to the conditions 
that drive migration. Instead, they return women 
to the same conditions of poverty, gender 
inequality, caste discrimination, and violence 
that pushed them to leave. There are multiple 
cases where participants reported experiencing 
gender-based violence from their spouses after 
being returned to their "homes" by anti-trafficking 
organisationsxxxi. 
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Hence, stopping women from moving removes 
their choices and increases state control 
over their lives. Protection should mean safe 
migration, access to information, support, 
and accountability. Migration bans remove 
accountability from the state, anti-trafficking 
organisations, and those who promote bans 
as a way to protect women on the move. They 
stop women from leaving without addressing 
the conditions that force them to migrate. As a 
result, they reproduce the very harms they claim 
to prevent.

3.4 The ban exposes women to abuse, 
deception, exploitation, and death
Women who cannot migrate through legal 
channels must rely on unregulated brokers 
and informal recruitment networks, which 
significantly increases exposure to abusive 
recruitment practicesxxxii. Whilst most of them 
reach the destination countries with documents 
(e.g., paper-based visa, transit visa etc.), they 
are functionally abandoned by the Nepali state 
on arrival, since their presence is not officially 
recognised.

This vulnerability is compounded by labour 
migration governance in GCC countries. 
In many Gulf countries, migrant workers 
depend on their employer to maintain their 
visa and legal status under the kafala system 
which requires migrant workers to have an 
in-country sponsor, usually their employer, 
who is responsible for their visa and legal 
statusxxxiii. This practice creates opportunities for 
exploitation, since many employers confiscate 
workers' passports and abuse them with little 
chance of legal repercussion or repatriation. 
This visa-sponsorship system does not allow 
most migrant domestic workers to move to 
a new job (inter-employment mobility is not 
allowed) before their contract ends without 
their employer's consent. This restrictive regime 
traps many in abusive situations, and combined 
with inadequate labour law protections, creates 
conditions for exploitation and abuse. Whilst 
several GCC countries have introduced legal 
protections for migrant domestic workers, 
including written contracts, rest days, paid leave, 

wage protection, and complaint mechanisms (for 
example, the UAE, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia), these 
protections remain uneven, domestic workers 
continue to be excluded from many general 
labour laws, labour inspection inside private 
homes is limited, and enforcement remains 
weak. As a result, legal reform has not eliminated 
the risk of exploitation. 

A Nepali woman who migrates informally to 
evade the ban is doubly exposed: unprotected 
by her own state's ban-driven abandonment 
and unprotected by a destination-country legal 
system where labour protection is not yet strong. 
The isolation of the work itself compounds this 
further. Because most domestic workers live in 
their employers' homes, they remain invisible 
to legal oversight and are largely excluded from 
national labour laws in destination countries—a 
structural invisibility that Nepal's migration ban 
then reinforces from the sending side, by denying 
these same women recognition, embassy 
registration, or state accountability if something 
goes wrong. 

This has several compounding effects specific to 
the Nepali case:

•	 Workers without recognised status cannot 
credibly threaten to report abuse to 
authorities, leaving them more exposed to 
coercion and unpaid or extracted labour, 
much of which occurs inside private homes, 
away from any public oversight.

•	 Nepali missions are chronically understaffed, 
especially in GCC and Malaysia which 
host over 85% of Nepali migrant workers. 
Typically, staff number is between seven to 
seventeen personnel who are constrained 
from assisting workers who lack formal 
status.

•	 Many women who get into difficulty must 
rely on informal diaspora support rather 
than official channels, since official channels 
do not recognise their presence. Diaspora 
networks could be exclusionary as well. 
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•	 Some women spend months in immigration 
detention; some die abroad in circumstances 
that are never properly investigated.

•	 Because most anti-migration enforcement is 
conducted by anti-trafficking organisations, 
the ban's legal architecture potentially 
criminalises not only the women who 
migrate but anyone who facilitates their 
passage, including family members, 
community members, transport operators, 
and sometimes officials under trafficking law 
intended for a different purpose entirelyxxxiv.

	 Illustrative account. One woman spent 
over a decade in the same household in 
Saudi Arabia, gradually earning higher wages 
and describing what she experienced as 
genuine care from her employer's family. 
She held no labour permit, no control over 
her own passport, and no ability to leave the 
household independently. She attributes her 
outcome to personal "luck" and compatibility 
with her employer. For many Nepali women, 
migration for domestic work is a lottery. Their 
safety depends on whether they are placed 
with an employer who treats them fairly. The 
migration ban leaves Nepali women almost 
entirely to chance, without the protection of 
any rights guaranteed by the state.

3.5 The ban hides the disappearances 
and deaths of Nepali citizens from 
accountability
The migration ban increases the risk that 
Nepali women disappear or die without state 
support or accountability. Official records 
show 60,948 missing person cases in Nepal 
between 2019/20 and 2023/24, of which 26,770 
involved womenxxxv. The ban pushes women into 
migration channels where their movements are 
not recorded by the state. It also discourages 
families from reporting missing relatives 
because they fear accusations of “trafficking” 
or “illegal” migration. The 2020 repatriation 
order, which initially excluded irregular migrants 
from rescue support, reinforced the belief that 
irregular status could prevent access to state 

assistance. When women migrate outside 
official systems, their disappearance becomes 
harder to report and resolve. Families often 
lack information about where women travelled, 
who recruited them, or where they are working. 
Without official records, state agencies have 
fewer ways to locate women, provide assistance, 
or investigate harm. 

Deaths abroad create the same problem. 
Families often receive explanations that do 
not match the injuries they see on the body. 
Although the Supreme Court of Nepal requires 
post-mortems both at the place of death and 
after repatriation, this is rarely implemented. 
Deaths are often recorded as suicide or natural 
causes without further investigation, particularly 
when women migrated outside formal channels. 
Families are left without answers and without 
a clear path to justice. Across the Gulf, migrant 
domestic workers face risks including passport 
confiscation, recruitment debt, wage theft, 
restricted movement, abuse, and death. The 
migration ban increases the number of women 
outside official systems, removes state oversight, 
and makes disappearances and deaths harder to 
prevent, investigate, and resolvexxxvi.

3.6 The Bilateral Labour Agreements 
(BLAs) cannot be the condition for 
lifting the ban
The government's position on solving 
exploitation in domestic work sector abroad 
relies on Bilateral Labour Agreements (BLAs) as 
the solution (often advocated by various pro-
domestic workers and feminist organisations). 
However, the evidence does not support this 
approachxxxvii. Whilst BLAs form part of a 
protection system, they cannot replace it. Making 
BLAs a condition for lifting the ban has delayed 
protection whilst women continue to migrate 
through unsafe channels.

First, BLAs have not prevented exploitation or 
deaths, even in sectors where formal agreements 
exist. The best example is exploitation and 
deaths of Nepalis in the construction sector in 
Qatar during the World Cup. Qatar introduced 
labour reforms in 2020, including allowing 
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workers to change jobs without employer 
permission and introducing a minimum wage. 
Yet, legal reform did not end abuse. Problems 
such as passport confiscation, recruitment fees, 
deceptive recruitment, and penalties against 
workers who leave employers continued. 
This shows that legal commitment does not 
guarantee protection in practice.

Second, existing domestic work agreements 
have not protected women. Jordan has had a 
domestic worker BLA with Nepal since 2017, 
yet Nepali domestic workers there continue to 
report abuse, exploitation, and deaths. Across 
the Gulf, domestic workers often remain outside 
the labour protections available to other workers. 
A signed agreement does not change the 
daily reality of workers unless there are strong 
enforcement systems, access to complaints, and 
consequences for abuse. 

Third, BLAs are often weak because workers 
are not involved in negotiating them. Returnee 
workers, civil society organisations, and human 
rights institutions are rarely part of the process. 
Many agreements rely on general commitments, 
weak enforcement mechanisms, and non-
judicial dispute processes that do not provide 
meaningful remedies for serious abuse, including 
violence, wage theft, or exploitation. The UAE 
pilot agreement is a step towards creating safer 
migration channels, but it also shows why BLAs 
cannot be treated as a solution before lifting the 
ban. Questions remain about how workers will 
be selected, how information will reach potential 
migrants, and how the government will protect 
the many Nepali women already migrating 
outside formal channels. 

Since 2020, Nepal has treated BLA agreements 
as a precondition for lifting the migration ban 
on domestic work. During this period, women 
continued to migrate, but without the protection 
that formal migration channels could provide. 
BLAs should follow the removal of the ban as 
part of a wider protection system. They should 
not be used to delay women's access to safe and 
recognised migration.

3.7 Who does the current migration ban 
serve?	
The migration ban is presented as a measure to 
protect women. Yet the evidence raises a basic 
question: who does the current migration ban 
serve? In all three research projects, the evidence 
indicates that migrant domestic workers and 
their families bear the greatest costs of the 
status quo, whilst migration actors continue 
to operate within, and many benefit from, the 
incentives created by restrictive migration 
governancexxxviii. 

Unlicensed agents and brokers benefit because 
the ban creates demand for irregular migration 
channels. With few legal routes available, many 
women depend on brokers to arrange travel, 
documents, and access to work. The ban 
strengthens the role of the brokers. Accounts of 
agents charging fees to arrange ways around 
the formal system appeared repeatedly across 
interviews. Licensed recruitment agencies 
also face concerns about lifting the ban 
because formal migration would place greater 
responsibility on them to protect workers' 
rights. Some agencies fear that increased legal 
obligations and liability for abuse could create 
financial pressure, particularly for smaller 
businesses. 

Many anti-trafficking organisations, domestic 
work networks, and NGOs working on feminist 
and Dalit issues operate within a system built 
around preventing women's migration. Funding 
and programmes often focus on rescue, 
interception, and awareness campaigns that 
present migration as a danger rather than 
addressing how to make migration safer. 
Participants reported that some "safe migration" 
campaigns discourage women from discussing 
migration plans rather than providing information 
that would allow them to make safer decisions. 
This can increase stigma and push migration 
further underground. 

Employers abroad also benefit when workers 
have no recognised status. Women who migrate 
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through irregular channels have less ability to 
report abuse, demand wages, or leave harmful 
employment. Across the Gulf, domestic workers 
already face risks because they work inside 
private homes and remain difficult to monitor. 
Lack of legal status increases this vulnerability. 

Academic researchers and institutions are also 
situated within the wider system of incentives on 
migration bans. Migration research often gains 
attention and funding when it documents harm, 
risk, and vulnerability, particularly when it aligns 
with state priorities. This can create incentives to 
portray women primarily as victims rather than 
as workers with rights, choices, and agency. 

The politics of knowledge production are also 
relevant here. Research agendas are often 
shaped by which forms of suffering become 
legible, fundable, and institutionally valued. For 
example, when I began researching the deaths 
of Nepali domestic workers, some questioned 

why Nepali women’s deaths deserved attention 
when more Nepali men die abroad. This reflects 
a broader issue in migration governance and 
research: certain forms of suffering become 
politically and institutionally visible, whilst 
others remain normalised or excluded from 
dominant narratives.  Further, scholars can 
build academic careers through studying these 
issues. For example, like many researchers 
studying migration, I have received a doctorate, 
secured a permanent lectureship position at a 
university, published in leading journals, advised 
policymakers, gained professional recognition 
(for example, by presenting at the fifth National 
Labour and Employment Conference, and 
subsequently receiving “global impact awards”), 
and am currently producing an “impact case 
study”, through documenting and highlighting 
how Nepali women encounter, experience, and 
escape migration bans. Yet the women whose 
lives and struggles produce this knowledge often 
continue to face the same migration bans. 
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4.1 Lift the ban and create legal migration pathways
•	 Immediately remove restrictions preventing women from migrating for domestic work through 

formal channels. 

•	 Simplify migration procedures, reduce documentation barriers, and establish accessible registration 
systems for women seeking overseas employment. 

•	 Recognise all Nepali migrant workers as rights holders regardless of their migration pathway. 
Access to protection, assistance, and justice should not depend on whether a worker migrated 
through a state-approved channel. 

•	 Strengthen regulation and accountability of recruitment agencies whilst avoiding policies that push 
women back into irregular migration. 

•	 Ensure that any pilot arrangement, including the current UAE pilot, includes a protection plan for the 
much larger number of Nepali women already working abroad outside formal migration systems. 

4.2 Protect Nepali women already abroad
•	 Direct all Nepali missions abroad to register and assist domestic workers regardless of their 

migration status or documentation. 

•	 Establish dedicated migrant domestic worker support units in countries with significant Nepali 
domestic worker populations. 

•	 Increase embassy capacity through additional labour attachés, legal officers, case managers, and 
trained personnel able to respond to abuse, wage theft, confinement, and emergencies. 

•	 Provide legal aid, psychosocial support, and health services to all migrant workers, including those 
without formal labour permits. 

•	 Ensure all future emergency repatriation policies cover Nepali citizens regardless of migration 
status or recruitment pathway. 

4.3 Reform social protection and compensation systems
•	 Expand the Social Security Fund beyond contributory schemes by creating mechanisms that cover 

informal workers, domestic workers, and their families. 

•	 Establish a government-funded migrant protection and repatriation mechanism covering 
emergency return, repatriation of remains, funeral costs, and immediate family support regardless 
of migration status. 

•	 Decentralise compensation claims by allowing local governments to process applications and 
support families directly. 

•	 Create a child protection and guardianship mechanism for children of deceased, missing, or 
incapacitated migrant workers to ensure compensation reaches intended beneficiaries. 

4. Policy recommendations

Chapter 4
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4.4 Use BLAs as protection mechanisms, not migration barriers
•	 Negotiate and implement BLAs alongside the removal of the ban, rather than using them as a 

condition for allowing women to migrate. 

•	 Include returnee migrant workers, civil society organisations, and national human rights institutions 
in BLA negotiations, implementation, and monitoring. 

•	 Require BLAs to include enforceable protections on employer change, passport retention, wage 
payment, freedom from violence, and access to justice. 

•	 Ensure domestic workers are explicitly covered by labour reforms in destination countries, including 
protections related to employer mobility and employment rights. 

•	 Require destination countries to establish employer registration systems linked with Nepali 
missions before recruitment takes place. 

•	 Establish independent investigation procedures for migrant worker deaths, including mandatory 
post-mortem examinations and transparent sharing of findings with families. 

4.5 Reform recruitment systems and reduce dependence on brokers
•	 Register and regulate all recruitment intermediaries, including local-level brokers currently operating 

outside formal systems. 

•	 Create accessible complaint mechanisms with clear investigation timelines and penalties for 
exploitation, negligence, and fraud. 

•	 Regulate migration-related lending practices to prevent excessive debt burdens and recruitment-
linked financial exploitation. 

•	 Expand access to affordable credit and financial information for prospective migrants and their 
families. 

4.6 Support returnee workers and challenge migration stigma
•	 Establish accessible psychosocial services for returnee migrant workers through local governments 

and existing community health systems. 

•	 Fund reintegration programmes that provide economic, social, and legal support to returnee 
domestic workers regardless of how they migrated. 

•	 Recognise domestic work as labour and remove narratives that portray women migrants and their 
families as responsible for risks created by weak migration governance. 

•	 Redesign safe migration programmes to provide practical information on rights, risks, and available 
support rather than discouraging migration. 

•	 Require independent evaluation of migration awareness programmes to assess whether they 
improve safety or reinforce stigma. 
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4.7 Establish accountability and improve migration data
•	 Create a Migrant Death Review Board with authority to investigate suspicious deaths, identify 

patterns of abuse, and recommend legal action. 

•	 Require Nepali missions to publish migration-related death, disappearance, and repatriation data 
disaggregated by gender, occupation, destination country, and migration status. 

•	 Establish formal, regular, and accountable mechanisms to institutionalise the meaningful 
participation of returnee migrant workers, migrant families, and representatives of marginalised 
communities throughout the migration governance process.

•	 Support research led by Dalit, Madhesi, Janajati, and migrant researchers to ensure migration policy 
reflects the experiences of those most affected. 

•	 Establish independent monitoring of border interception practices and require social audits of anti-
trafficking interventions, shelters, and detention processes. 

4.8 Shift the purpose of migration governance
•	 The purpose of migration governance should be to maximise the state’s duty of care towards all 

citizens without discrimination. All migration policies of Nepal should be guided by this principle. 

•	 Nepal should take steps towards the abolition of labour permits (a colonial era artefact used by 
the British for indentured labour) as a mechanism for controlling workers’ mobility and replace 
them with a universal protection and registration system that allows the state to regulate migration 
without excluding workers who are unable or unwilling to navigate restrictive administrative 
processes. 
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The evidence presented in this report draws on 
nine years of research, fieldwork, interviews, 
policy analysis, and engagement with existing 
literature. The central conclusion is: migration 
bans cannot prevent Nepali women from 
migrating for domestic work abroad. Instead, 
they push migration into informal channels where 
women face greater risks of deception, abuse, 
exploitation, disappearance, and death. At the 
same time, these bans reduce the ability of the 
Nepali state to identify, support, and protect its 
citizens when harm occurs. A policy introduced 
in the name of protection has therefore removed 
the very protections women need.

Across South, Southeast Asia and beyond, 
many states that have attempted to restrict 
women’s migration for domestic work through 
migration bans have produced similar outcomes: 
they have made migration in domestic work 
invisible, unregulated, and unaccountable. 
However, the experience of domestic workers’ 
sending countries, including the Philippines 
and others, that have moved towards more 
regulated migration frameworks which creates 
mechanisms for recognition, assistance, and 
accountability after exploitation occurs. The 
question is whether and when the Nepali 
state will recognise that migration bans in the 
domestic work sector undermine women’s 

5. Conclusion 

autonomy, mobility, labour and dignity, and fulfil 
its responsibility to protect all citizens. These 
restrictions disproportionately impact women 
who have historically experienced exclusion 
and neglect from the state, pushing many 
towards irregular migration channels in search of 
livelihoods.

Across interviews, women were clear that 
they are not asking for permission to migrate. 
For many, domestic work migration remains 
one of the few available pathways to support 
themselves and their families, to challenge the 
inequalities that shape their lives, and to seek 
a future beyond the limits imposed by gender, 
caste, and class. What they asked for was rights, 
recognition, and protection from their state 
which has the duty of care towards them.

Nepal can continue with a policy of migration 
bans that has failed women for more than 
two decades, or it can choose a path that 
recognises women as workers, citizens, and 
rights holders, and most importantly, human 
beings with dignity. Lifting the ban is the first 
step towards a Nepal that recognises the dignity, 
rights, and contributions of tens of thousands 
of women who migrate abroad, and accepts its 
responsibility to stand with them rather than 
abandon them.
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This report synthesises findings from three interrelated original research projects conducted 
between 2016 and 2025: Participatory Action Research (2016–2020); Ethnographic research on 
abandonment with recent returnee domestic workers (2023–24); and Feminist research on deaths 
of domestic workers (2024–25). Overall, we documented 81 stories of mobility; engaged with 150 
community members in a post-disaster research site; interviewed 17 bereaved families of deceased 
or missing female migrant domestic workers across four districts; and interviewed 70 participants 
from government, civil society, trade unions, United Nations agencies, and international migration 
organisations. Whilst ethical clearance was obtained prior to conducting all three research projects, 
from the relevant institutional ethics review bodies at the universities where the work was based, we 
have maintained everyday ethics (consent as an ongoing process, reflexivity, reciprocity, participation, 
representation, positionality, accountability, and trauma-informed approaches) throughout our 
fieldwork. The report draws extensively on my peer-reviewed publications, newspaper articles, policy 
briefs, and reports, reflecting a decade of sustained research and policy engagement on migration 
bans and women's labour migration in Nepal. Whilst findings are grounded in sustained, in-depth 
qualitative engagement, all errors, omissions, and generalisations in this report remain my own.

Annex: Methodology note
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