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WITH the induction of the Maoists in the mainstream politics of Nepal after years of armed struggle against monarchy and feudalism, it was expected that peace and stability would return to that violence-ridden country. But the government of Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala is now facing a daunting task of coming to grips with the fresh outbreak of violence in the Terai region, mostly inhabited by the Madhesi people.

Recent violence in that region has claimed several lives and the towns of Lahan, Janakpar, Birjung and Biratragar are under curfew. Terai, which is the southern part of Nepal bordering India boasts of 23 per cent of the country’s total area and 48.4 per cent of Nepal’s population. About 36 per cent population in Terai is of hill origin and 63 per cent of Madhesi origin.

The present movement in the Terai region is led by Madhesi People’s Rights Forum (MPRF). Two important demands of the MPRF are adoption of a federal state structure in Nepal and introduction of proportional representation in governance so that their grievances are appropriately addressed. One of the parties taking part in the Madhesi movement is Janatruntik Terai Multi Morcha, a Maoist breakaway faction. MPRF President Upendra Yadav in a statement has asked the government to create a conducive atmosphere and immediately initiate a political process to address the fundamental grievances of Madhesis.

Maoist leadership is held responsible for neglecting the Terai issue. Although, majority of 73 Maoist members in 330 interim parliament of Nepal consist of Dalits, women and Madhesis, yet the Marxist leadership has refused to talk to parties representing the Terai region. It is alleged that since the central committee of Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) is heavily dominated by upper castes, bahums and chhetris, they are not sympathetic to the plight of Madhesis, who are either low-caste Hindus or Muslims.

Another factor in the prevailing unrest and violence in parts of Terai region is stated to be the role of India and the royalists. Maoist supremo Prachanda and his deputy Dr. Babu Ram Bhattarai, while talking to journalists at a reception given by the Nepali Prime Minister on January 24 in Katmandu, claimed that he saw “the hand of royalist elements and fundamentalist Hindu activists” behind the reign of terror in Terai region. They claimed that several faces seen in the forefront of the violent protests in the region were the same that participated in the Indian Hindu fanatics organisation RSS’s Gorakhpar meeting held under the royalists’ sponsorship. But, Upendra Yadev, who heads MRPF denies presence of RSS elements or the royalists at the Gorakhpur meeting. According to him, “there was an international seminar organised by Border Awareness Force, an organisation living in both sides of Nepal-India border.”

The fresh outbreak of political violence has come at a time when the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) or CPN-M, which started an armed struggle in February 1996 to abolish monarchy and establish a proletariat republic in the country, is entering the politics of ballot by saying a farewell to the politics of bullet. April 2006 uprising, which was led by Maoists and supported by other political parties, has culminated into the restoration of democracy and curtailment of the powers of monarchy. More than 13,000 people were killed and thousands displaced as a result of Maoist armed movement led by its military wing Peoples Liberation Army (PLA).

The CPN-M which used to talk of creating a Marxist state in the country by using the power of the gun will now be seeking votes from ordinary people and favours from rich classes, whose members it had been killing in the name of people’s revolution, in the next elections scheduled to be held in June. It had walked out of the Nepali parliament in 1992 after condemning it for being a ‘bourgeoisie parliament.’ Now, it has been given 73 seats in a 320-member interim parliament under a compromise formula.

It is now part of the political process collectively launched by the seven-party alliance which includes the two traditional mainstream political parties, Nepali Congress Party and the Communist Party of Nepal (UML). The change of course in the Maoist movement has come as a result of new strategy adopted by its leadership under which it has chosen political rather than armed struggle to seek power, after having realised the futility of the old path.

This writer in a recent visit to Nepal observed two important trends in Nepali politics which have transformed the conflict in that country. Despite the restoration of democracy and the marginalisation of the power of monarchy, Nepal is facing serious problems ranging from the outbreak of violence in the Terai region to the breakdown of governance, rampant corruption and long power shortages. As far as the first trend is concerned, the transformation of Maoists into a responsible political force and is not only a positive development but a great event in Nepal.

As stated by Prof. Lok Raj Baral in The Katmandu Post (January 22, 2007), the Maoists on their part have adopted a multi-party competitive politics rather than stick to the orthodox Marxist line, which no where exists in its purest form. Only a few years ago, those who used to make a plea for cooperative and coordinated relationship between the Maoists and the political parties were either taunted or ignored. But when the interim parliament met on January 15, it was felt that the Nepali parliament has made a quantum jump in taking it closer to the people. The parliament is no longer the seat of the privileged elites having unbroken access to power.

The Maoists, who were seen as ‘agents of change’ in Nepal, are now being criticised for having compromised on vital issues like fundamental rights of poorer sections of society, particularly Dalits, Muslims and women. They are also condemned for accepting the interim constitution which doesn’t talk much about establishing a federal state structure – a reason which compelled them earlier to walk out of the parliament and launch an armed struggle to seek to re-structure the Nepali state.

Naresh Koirala in his article, “Will new democracy survive?” published in the same newspaper on January 26 says that the “Maoists have conceded that their people’s war cannot be won by violence and Nepal does not have an alternate to liberal democracy.” Likewise, CPN-UML General Secretary Madhav Kumar recently stated that Nepal has urged the Maoist leaders to change their tactics and become a civilian party.

How far the Maoists are able to transform themselves from an armed popular group to a mainstream political party depends on their capability to win seats in the forthcoming national elections. Already there has been an agreement between the Maoists, the UN mission in Nepal and the government under which UN arms monitors would monitor arms registered verification process to facilitate the entry of Maoists in the government. Furthermore, there are suggestions from various political sides that the Maoist wing of PLA should be absorbed in the regular army so that thousands of young persons attached with PLA do not become a future threat to the state.

Returning to the Madhesi issue, it is stated that over the years there has been significant migration of hill people in the Terai region which has created a lot of resentment among the Madhesis who claim themselves to be the original inhabitants of Terai. Although, this region is responsible for about 60 per cent of the country’s food production, 72 per cent of industrial production and 76 per cent of revenue, yet it is the most backward, under-developed and devoid of proper representation in political, administrative and military institutions. Feeling of exclusion among Madhesi people did exist earlier, but it got aggravated when in the interim constitution promulgated recently, the issues faced by them were not addressed.

Some of the grievances faced by the Terai people are as follows:-

Nepali is not a mother tongue of Terai but it is the main and the only medium of government business and education. Madhesi people are under-represented in state affairs as most of the leaders of the major political parties in Nepal are of hill origin. In parliament, the Terai representation, 17.4, is not proportional to its population. In Terai, citizenship cards distributed by the government are not given to the majority of Madhesi people. Madhesis are discriminated socially by people of hill-origin who happen to be high caste Hindus. Madhesis complain that they are denied recruitment in the armed forces.

The success of the transformation of the politics of bullet into the politics of ballot now largely depends on the resolution of the Madhesi issue which has emerged as a major threat to the recently-initiated political process. Unless all the stakeholders, including the Madhesis, are given a fair representation in governance and parliament, political stability in Nepal will be an elusive dream. There exists a lack of consensus among the political forces on how to transform the state from a backward and orthodox institution to a progressive and developed one. The Chief Election Commissioner of Nepal Bhoj Raj Pokharel has warned that the elections to the constituent assembly would not take place in time if political parties, the government and the interim legislature fail to act in unison to help the election process. He advised the seven party alliance, the Maoists and other political parties to devise a commonly agreed mechanism at the local level to assist the election commission in updating electoral rolls in a free and fair manner.
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