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BY curtailing key powers of the king, Nepal’s parliament took a bold but a decisive step forward this week to make the country a fully democratic and modern state. Equally significant is the decision to secularise the polity and that the country will cease to be a Hindu nation. Nor will it be called a ‘His Majesty’s Government’ any more and the king will no more have control over the army.

The new developments in Kathmandu also create conditions for the Maoists, a major political force to reckon with in Nepal’s politics, to renounce the politics of arms, join the mainstream politics and also be a part of the government. How far can India reconcile with such a happening is of crucial importance.

Earlier on May 3, Deputy Prime Minister of Nepal, K. P. Sharma Oli had told reporters after a cabinet meeting that, “we have decided to announce a ceasefire and remove the terrorist tag from the Maoists.” The Maoists had declared a three-month ceasefire after King Gyanendra conceded to popular pressure and handed back power to the prime minister and his council of ministers after reinstating the parliament on April 21.

Nepal plunged into a serious political crisis when in February 2005 the king sacked the government and assumed total control. The movement launched by the seven-party alliance, in cooperation with the Maoists, who control vast rural areas, on April 6 to seek the restoration of multi-party democracy had led to widespread protest marches and violent clashes in Kathmandu and in the countryside.

In 2002, the king had dissolved the parliament, jailed leaders of various political parties and three years later assumed total control by dismissing the government, banning political activity and imposing press censorship.

Although constitutional democracy was introduced in 1990 with the king having a ceremonial status, political process failed to take roots because of the inability of various governments to address the agitating economic and social issues faced by the people.

This situation led to the advent of the politics of armed struggle and its practitioners, called the Maoists, went on a spree of killing “people’s enemies” — meaning landlords, officials, merchants and collaborators — on the pattern of what the Naxalites were doing in India. So far, 14,000 people have been killed in the insurgency which began in 1996. The conditions for such a development became ripe because the overwhelming majority of 24 million people remained trapped in abject poverty and the ruling elites, oblivious to the plight of the masses, continued to plundered national wealth. With around $240 per capita income, the rural population has been without the basic necessities of life. The Maoists vowed to overthrow monarchy and establish people’s democracy.

Although the mainstream political parties, including the Nepali Congress party, joined together to struggle against the repressive policies of King Gyanendra, they were reluctant to induct the Maoists in their alliance for obvious reasons but wanted to have a common cause with them in the interest of democracy. A temporary pact was reached between the two sides on one point agenda: to force the king to restore the political process and relinquish absolute power. The king agreed to restore the parliament on April 21 but disfavoured constitutional changes which curtail his powers.

Meanwhile, a temporary truce between the seven-party alliance, the Maoists and the monarch holds and may lead to a new arrangement of power sharing among the parties concerned. The truce will hold as long the ceasefire holds. But there is a history of broken ceasefires between the Maoists and political governments. On July 22, 2001, Nepal’s Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba offered a unilateral ceasefire which the Maoists immediately accepted. But it crumbled in November resulting in renewed attacks on the police and security forces.

The ceasefire which was already in effect ended in January this year. But when King Gyanendra handed over power to the dismissed prime minister and his cabinet, the Maoists declared a three-month ceasefire. As a result of a 12-point agreement which was signed between the Maoists and the seven party alliance in November last, the former had agreed to accept the competitive system of government and join the mainstream politics.

Maoist leader Prachanda and the leaders of the seven-party alliance are scheduled to hold crucial talks soon in order to determine the future role of the king, holding of elections for a constituent assembly and re-writing of the constitution. These talks may also create conditions about ending the decade-long insurgency.

Nepal is facing a serious challenge on three fronts. First, the insurgency has crippled Nepal’s economy. More than two-thirds of the 24 million people are directly affected by the violence and there has been a sharp rise in state expenditure on beefing up security. Not only tourism — a major source of national income — has suffered, economic hardships of people have augmented. The main reason, which triggered the Maoist insurgency, is economic and the successive governments have failed to improve the conditions of the poor masses. Growing unemployment, lack of proper schools, roads, electricity and medical facilities has compelled illiterate masses to support the Maoists.

In the beginning, the insurgency was limited to three western mountain districts of Rolpa, Rukum and Jajarkot. Now it covers 68 out of Nepal’s 75 districts. The state launched various operations such as “Operation Romeo,” “Kilo Shera Two” “Jungle Operation” and “Search and Destroy” to flush out the Maoists but failed to curb insurgency as the problem is not merely that of mere law and order.

Second, the political parties in Nepal including the Nepali Congress and communist parties failed to provide a viable political leadership to people. These parties, unlike the Maoists, never tried to address the real issues such as poverty, unemployment, caste system and the concentration of wealth among a few. They instead preferred to maintain status quo.

The Maoists argue that the socio-economic and political justice to the people of Nepal cannot be ensured unless monarchy is abolished. Although Nepali Congress showed dissatisfaction over the king’s April 21 address but opted to join the government.

That showed political opportunism on the part of a leading political party according to the Maoists. That is why political activists having affiliation with the Maoists surrounded Madhav Kumar, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Nepal Unified Marxist-Leninist (CPM-UML) and Sushil Koirala, a senor leader of Nepali Congress and reprimanded them for failing to announce elections to a constituent assembly.

The third important challenge, which Nepal is facing today, is external. Since September 11, 2001, the Nepali monarch tried to take advantage of the US-led war against terror and suppressed anti-monarch movements, particularly the one led by the Maoists. He tried to seek the support of America and other western powers in order to crush the Maoists but at the same time tried to establish a despotic rule in his country by concentrating all powers in his hands.

India, which had long backed democratic movements in Nepal, supported King Gyanendra’s drive against the Maoists and when in February 2005 the king imposed a harsh despotic rule, India’s criticism was ‘muted’. But the Indian predicament, as stated by Kuldip Nayar, a leading Indian journalist, in a recent column, is that “New Delhi does not want a scenario where the Maoists are lionized. It can visualize the effect on the Naxalites in its own backward. It changed its pro-king policy stand by announcing that it will abide by what the people of Nepal decide.”

In the Nepal crisis, India tried to play a low-key role, neither antagonising the king nor abandoning its traditional ally, i.e. Nepali Congress party. Such a policy showed New Delhi’s weakness to take a firm stand on democracy in a country which is dependent on it for the supply of fuel, food, machinery and other items. The perception that India had let the people of Nepal down in their struggle for democracy is shared by many circles. For instance, former external affairs minister of India, K. Natwar Singh says India has let the people of Nepal down, lost the goodwill of the seven parties, earned the annoyance of the Maoists and received the kudos from King Gyanendra.

India’s policy towards Nepal faced a setback last year when King Gyanendra approached China and Pakistan for meeting his country’s growing military needs to combat Maoist insurgents. Although India, Britain and the United States were providing military assistance to Nepal, they also insisted on restoration of the parliamentary rule. The Chief of Royal Nepal Army General Pyar Jung Thapa visited Islamabad to discuss with Pakistani authorities Katmandu’s request for military assistance.
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