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NEPAL held its long-delayed general elections in the second week of April for the 601-member national parliament that is expected to frame a new constitution. As Nepal has adopted a mixed electoral system, the vote tabulation has taken a long time.

Two hundred and forty seats are being filled under the simple majority first past-the-post system, 335 through proportional representation and 26 will have nominees of the government.

The results so far have shown an impressive performance by the Maoists (the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist) which is expected to become a formidable political force in the new parliament, followed by the Nepali Congress Party and the Unified Marxist-Leninist Party.

The election results will have far-reaching implications for the future direction of Nepali politics for three major reasons. First, these elections represent a major transformation for the Maoists from a violent guerrilla movement to a parliamentary party.

Second, the parliament will frame a new constitution to replace the 1990 constitution and the major political parties plan to abolish the monarchy and turn Nepal into a republic. The key question is how quickly they will evolve a consensus on the new constitution and what are the chances of the abolition of the monarchy.

Third, Nepal’s politics since the beginning of the parliamentary era under the 1990 constitution has been marked by weak political parties and ministerial instability, enabling the king to manipulate political forces and impose his choices on them. Will post-election politics be a repeat of the past or will political leaders make a new beginning?

The Maoist radical movement was launched in February 1996 in the mid-western mountain districts by the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist led by Pushpa Kamal Dahal, popularly known as Prachanda. Its military wing, the People’s Liberation Army, declared war against the local authorities and influential people, resulting in a bloody civil strife in several districts. It established revolutionary district governments in Rukum, Jajarkot, Sallyan and Rolpa districts. Their confrontation with state security forces resulted in over 13,000 deaths during 1996-2006.

When the political parties launched an agitation against King Gyanendra’s direct assumption of power in February 2005, the Maoists decided to join the agitation because they had advocated the abolition of the monarchy from the early days of their movement. This was the first instance of collaboration between the Maoists and other political parties.

The street agitation forced King Gyanendra to restore parliament and install Girija Prasad Koirala, leader of the Nepali Congress Party, as the prime minister in April 2006. His government opened negotiations with the Maoists who agreed to sign a peace agreement on Nov 21, 2006, whereby they abandoned their armed struggle and agreed to put away their weapons in special camps under United Nations supervision. The Maoists agreed to contest the elections and joined the government in 2007.

The framing of the new constitution will be quite problematic for the new parliament. The major political parties are in favour of a parliamentary system with or without the king but they differ on its details.

The most significant proposed change is the abolition of the monarchy, the oldest political institution whose roots can be traced to 1769 when Prithvi Narayan Shah founded the present family’s rule over what is today Nepal.

The current anti-monarchy sentiment goes back to the assumption of the throne by the present King Gyanendra in early June 2001 after the assassination of King Birendra and his family in the palace. The assassination shocked the nation and resulted in street agitation and many protesters accused Gyanendra of involvement in the killings, although there was no evidence to support this allegation.

Gyanendra could not develop working relations with the political forces. In October 2002, he dissolved parliament, replacing Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba with a loyalist. As the new prime minister could not win over the major political parties the king had to reappoint Deuba in June 2004 to pacify the political opposition. This did not defuse tension with the political parties and the Maoist movement virtually paralysed the local authorities in many districts.

On Feb 1, 2005, King Gyanendra dismissed the government and assumed all powers by declaring a state of emergency. This decision met with tough resistance from all political parties and civil society groups. Nepal witnessed a popular movement for the restoration of parliament and civil and political rights. Even the Maoists joined the agitation and worked closely with the political forces. There were repeated demands for the removal of King Gyanendra.

The movement forced the king to withdraw the state of emergency in April 2006 and restore parliament that was dissolved in October 2002. Later, Girija Prasad Koirala took over as prime minister and established peace with the Maoists and brought them in the government.

The restored parliament drastically reduced the powers of King Gyanendra. The Maoists demand for the abolition of monarchy caught on with other political forces. The major political parties agreed with the Maoists on December 23, 2007, to abolish the monarchy and convert Nepal into a republic with an elected head of state after the April 2008 elections. This decision was endorsed by parliament on Dec 28.

The abolition of the monarchy will be the key issue in the formulation of the new constitution. Despite the pre-election agreement between the Maoists and the Nepali Congress and others on the abolition of the monarchy, it is difficult to say whether this issue will be settled easily.

Further, the Maoists may like to push their ideological agenda because of their numerical strength which will alienate other parties. The real test lies in how far the Maoists and others can work in harmony to frame the constitution and set up the new government. Some political parties complained about intimidation by the Maoists in the run-up to the elections in the districts under their domination. Other candidates could not campaign there.

Nepal faces the problem of establishing a stable government. Since 1991 when the first government was established under the 1990 constitution, Nepal had quick governmental changes which enabled King Birendra to retrieve the political initiative. His successor King Gyanendra also manipulated the weak and divided political parties.

Nepal may face internal problems if political leaders cannot develop a consensus on the new constitution soon, especially on the future of the monarchy.

They also have to create a stable government backed by coherent policies. The Maoists or some elements among them may return to violence in pursuance of their ideological agenda. This would be a major setback to the current efforts to move Nepal on the road to democracy.
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