A country in turmoil
By Sabihuddin Ghausi


Once a peaceful and tranquil country, Nepal today is in the grip of socio-political tensions 
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These days, Nepal is in turmoil. The social, political and economic changes that the country is going through are some of the reasons for the ongoing turbulence. Students can be seen burning tyres on the roads and throwing stones at the police right in front of the Royal Palace. Leaders of the seven mainstream political parties are gearing up to resist the authoritarian rule of their king. Farmers have been mobilized in the countryside by the Maoists who now claim to control two-thirds of the rural areas where they have their own commissar-run administrations.

Journalists were the first to launch the struggle against all kinds of repression when King Gyanendra assumed constitutional, administrative and legal powers in February 2005. Media practitioners have suffered the most in the last 14 months or so because of the authoritarian rule. More than 1,000 journalists were thrown out of job as the king’s forces swooped down on newspaper offices and FM radio stations immediately after King Gyanendra announced dismissal of the government and appointed himself chairman of the council of ministers. Many a journalist is missing and is in prison. Many journalists have been arrested on charges of showing sympathy to the Maoists. The king now rules by decree. Political leaders blame the king of defacing the 1990 constitution promulgated by his late elder brother King Birendra that guaranteed freedom of the press, fundamental human rights and a relatively free and sovereign parliament. The Nepali Federation of Journalists (NFJ) is mobilizing its members to jump into the political arena.

Now a part of the seven mainstream political parties under a 12-point agreement, the Maoists have promised not to use force in Kathmandu. After almost a decade-long armed struggle in which more than 10,000 Nepalese lost their lives, the Maoists now want restoration of democratic order and have agreed to become a part of a pluralistic and competitive political system.

“Today, everywhere in Nepal there is listlessness, an anticipation of something to happen,” said Kanak Mani Dixit, a veteran Nepali journalist and editor of a journal Himal South Asian. In the month of March, Dixit shared his perception with a team of the visiting media team that was in Kathmandu to show solidarity with Nepali journalists in their struggle against repressive media laws and state assault on the print and electronic media outlets. “Spring is historically the season of political change in Kathmandu ... and something usually happens, or so the people hope,” Dixit said. He added, “The king has turned into a despot and has a contemptuous attitude towards his people. He speaks in Orwellian doublespeak of democracy and constitutionalism while proceeding to demolish both.”

For long, Nepal was a quiet Hindu monarchy in the great Himalayas having two giants in its neighbourhood — India and China. In the late ‘60s and ‘70s Nepal used to be visited by heart-broken and frustrated young men and women from Europe and America. For those who were weary and tired of the unending Vietnam war, Nepal was the most chosen sanctuary. There were high mountain peaks like Mount Everest and lush green valleys. Nepal continues to receive visitors from the West who are high-profile diplomats, statesmen and NGO leaders.

Back in ‘60s and ‘70s Nepal was a peaceful country providing all that was needed to ease the nerves of angry young men and women from Europe and the US. There was a ban on politics but drugs were found in plenty. Today’s Nepal is in turmoil because of the political, social and economic changes it’s going through. It needs world leaders to care for/about it.
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Jimmy Carter, former US President and Nobel laureate, is due in Nepal on May 4, 2006 to mediate between the king, the alliance of seven political parties and the Maoists. A senior Chinese diplomat Tang Jiaxuan, who is said to be his country’s de facto foreign minister, came to Kathmandu on March 16 for a three-day official visit. King Gyanendra — who had earlier refused to come down from his present residence outside the capital city at Pokhra to meet a senior official of the US State Department and then a six-member British parliamentary delegation — came to Kathmandu to talk to the Chinese diplomat. Mr Tang Jiaxuan met leaders of the alliance of seven political parties. The advice that he gave to parties concerned was to have a dialogue between them and put an end to the conflict through a mutual agreement.

A small country with a population of 26 million, the only officially declared Hindu kingdom in the world, Nepal is flanked by two mighty neighbours —India and China. Each of these neighbours has its own international agenda, priorities, ambitions and goals as far as world politics are concerned, some of which are conflicting and some reconciling. Nepal cannot remain oblivious to what happens in Beijing or Delhi. Delhi and Beijing can afford mediocre leadership, but small neighbouring countries like Nepal needs big leaders to deal with its two big neighbours. Nepal does not have such a leadership now, but there is hope that the present turmoil and turbulence will produce leadership that will be able to cope with its two neighbours.

Having a population of 1.5 million, Kathmandu is a relaxed city where women can be seen working in shops, offices and hotels. In the month of March, shopkeepers, traders, and citizens looked worried as they had been through a week-long economic blockade imposed by the Maoists. “We are anticipating more closures in April,” a jeweller in the vicinity of the Royal Palace said. Tourist inflow is said to have come down. But even then there were tourists in groups checking into all the big hotels of the capital city.

Nepal has remained in the grip of a “people’s war” waged by the Maobaadi (Maoists). After having given up all hope in the constitutional system introduced by the late King Birendra in 1990, a large number of young men broke away from the mainstream communist party (the United Marxist Leninist Party) and started their armed struggle to liberate the people living in the countryside from land owners and the local establishment.

“The Maoists now control almost two-thirds of the countryside,” a journalist from Kathmandu said. Working for a mainstream newspaper in Kathmandu, the journalist mostly receives messages from his Maoists contacts on his mobile phone. Seven years ago, when he was working for an FM radio, he was closely involved with the Maoists in the western region of Nepal.
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Nepal has five regions and 75 districts. Out of these, the Maoists claim to have under their effective control all the rural areas of these five regions and 75 districts. They have appointed their commissars in different areas. About 30 per cent of the commissars are ladies. Alcohol consumption and gambling are not allowed in the Maoist-controlled areas because these are two social evils that are thought to have sapped the economic vitality of the land and robbed rural Nepal of domestic bliss. Women commissars ensure that alcohol prohibition and gambling restriction are effectively enforced.

The people’s war launched by the Maoists since 1996 has attracted international attention. Indians were worried from the very first day because of the impact of the Maoist advance in Nepal on the insurgencies in Bihar, Jharkand, Aasam and the entire north-eastern belt. According to Dixit, the Indian foreign minister termed Nepalese Maoists terrorist much before Kathmandu did. The 9/11 events proved to be a setback to the Maoists.

After 9/11, the Royal Nepal Army started receiving assistance from the US, Britain and India. Nepali politicians say that Pakistan and Russia also gave assistance to King Gyanendra after he assumed power in February 2005.

All these developments at home and abroad said to have forced the Maoists to review their strategy as a result of which a plenum was held in August 2005 in their home district, Rolpa. All cadres participated in an open debate and adopted a resolution to halt the “people’s war” and join actively the democratic struggle of mainstream political parties.

Pushpa Kamal Dahal, known as Prachanda, is the leader of Nepalese Maoists who was originally inspired by Charu Mozamdar and Kanu Sanial of the Naxalite movement in India. He comes from a small farmer family. Subsequently, in November 2005 the Maoists and leaders of seven mainstream political parties met in Delhi and agreed on a 12-point programme. In Delhi, Nepalese Maoists opened up themselves for the first time to the world through media outlets. Prachanda gave interviews to the BBC World Service and the Indian newspaper, The Hindu.

Following this agreement, the king targeted the Maoists and there were attacks on their strongholds resulting in the death of many of their cadres. The Maoists imposed a economic blockade on Kathmandu in early March. It was withdrawn because of an appeal by mainstream political parties when their leaders met again in New Delhi.

Delhi had looked with suspicion at the Maoists for long but eventually played hosts to broker an alliance of mainstream political parties, whereas China has all along maintained an indifferent and non-committal attitude to the situation.

It is yet to be seen whether King Gyanendra quits the throne or agrees to become a symbolic monarch to pave the way for the installation of a parliamentary democratic order in his country. These questions are now being discussed and debated openly in newspaper columns, pubs, tea shops and at all the places where people get together. And how are we in Pakistan prepared to adjust ourselves to a democratic Nepal?


