Commentary
Nepal: Quest for Elusive Peace

Sanjay K. Jha

Amidst the continuously expanding sphere of Maoist influence, political
uncertaintiesand growinginternational interest, Nepa continuesto remain one of
themost volatile countriesin South Asia. Recent devel opmentshave, onceagain,
reconfirmed that whilethe Maoi stishave been successful in graduadly pushing their
agendathrough violence and intimidation, thefour-party codition government led
by Sher Bahadur Deubaisincreasingly finding it difficult to evolve acoherent
strategy to counter it. Infact, ever since hisreinstatement on June 2, 2004, Deuba
hasbeentrying towork out aframework to ded with theeight-year oldinsurgency,
which has claimed approximately 10,000 lives. However, thelimited success of
counter-insurgency operations, the government’sinability to forge consensuson
the peace process, the continued opposition by the Nepali Congress-led political
front, the emerging differenceswithin the government, thewithdrawal/collapse of
state institutions and a sustained M aoi st offensive have made the government
increasingly vulnerable and catapulted the Maoistsinto thepolitical centrestage.

Inthiscontext, Deuba svisit to Indiafrom September 8-12, 2004, wasan
attempt to strengthen hisregime both politically and militarily. According to the
joint statement issued on September 12, 2004, both the countries viewed the
Maoist insurgency asacommon threat and agreed to further intensify cooperation
incurbingtheir activities. Indiareassured more ass stanceto Nepd’ ssecurity forces
inadditiontoexigting support intermsof ams, anmunition, helicopters, intelligence
sharingandtraining. At the sametime, Indiaa so reportedly pointed out that there
isnomilitary solutionto the Maoist problem and thegovernment shouldinitiatea
meaningful dialogue process. However, Deuba' s successon thisfront will be
determined, to agreat extent, by hisability toretain thelegitimacy of hisregime
and strike abalance between the key playersin Nepal’s politics - the King, the
political partiesandtheMaoigts.

TheMaoigs predominancein Nepdi politicshasbeenfacilitated by theinability
of successive governmentsin addressing the basic problems such as poverty,
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underdevel opment and discriminatory socid order. A fractured polity, theabsence
of an elected government and continuous power struggle between the King and
themagjor political partieshave provided the Maoistswith an opportunity to control
approximately half of theterritory. Besides, the near collapse of development
work and civil governancein violence-affected areas, breakdown of therule of
law, and lack of democratisation at thegrassrootsleve susaintheMaoist activities.

Consequently, the Maoistshave not only set up pardld sructuresof governance
inmany partsof the country including their own visaand taxation system but have
also been ableto exert considerableinfluencein urban centresfor example, the
week-long blockade of the Kathmandu Valley imposed on August 18, 2004.
Though thevisbleimpact of the bl ockadewas not significant becausetheMaoists
‘suspended it for onemonth’ on August 24, 2004, they were, nonetheless, ableto
gainsgnificant psychological advantage particularly the capability to cut off links
tothecapitd city at will. The deteriorating Situation wasfurther aggravated when
the Maoist-affiliated All Nepal Trade Union Federation (ANTUF) enforced
indefiniteclosure of 47 industrial establishments, hotel sand transport servicesto
press for their demands, which include among others, making public the
whereabouts of itsworkers and leaderswho have allegedly disappeared from
government custody, compensation to thefamiliesof thosekilled by the state,
removal of theterrorist tag dapped onthem and increased wagesand facilitiesto
workers. Thoughthe ANTUF agreed towithdraw itscall on September 15, 2004,
after the government agreed to release two of its detained |eaders and make
availableinformation on the whereabouts of people* disappeared’ from custody
within one month beginning September 22, 2004, it isunlikely to restore the
confidenceof the businesscommunity dueto continued thregt of extortionandthe
government’sinability to provide protection to industries. Simultaneoudly, the
Maoi sts continued with their violent campaign, attacking district headquarters,
government infrastructure, security forcesand civilian popul ation. On September
10, 2004, the M aoi stswerereported to have expl oded two bombsat the American
Information Center at Gyaneshwar in Kathmandu. No onewasinjured inthe
incident after which the US government decided to suspend all Peace Corps
activities.

The absence of acomprehens ve counter-insurgency doctrine hasenabled the
Maoiststo grow from strength to strength. Themain thrust of counter-insurgency
operationshasbeen theexcessveuse of forceand towardsthat end thegovernment
has worked on apolicy of strengthening the Royal Nepal Army (RNA) with
sophisticated weaponsfrom India, the US, the UK, Belgium and other countries.
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Itisestimated that approximately 25 per cent of thetota national budget isnow
allocated to security. However, despite cons derabl e augmentation of the strength
of theRNA, the situation on the ground remainsalarming. Though the security
forces have achieved some successin counter-insurgency operations, thetask is
becoming difficult dueto lack of adequate state presencein the violence-affected
areas. Asaresult, the government has not been abl eto supplement the success of
counter-insurgency inoneareawith strengthening/restoration of civil governance,
ingtitutions of law enforcement and demacrati ¢ process. The experience of the
counter-insurgency operation has, therefore, necessitated an assessment of the
broad direction of government policy andimplicationsof continuousstrengthening
of theRNA. Thereisan apprehens on that whilethe continuation of thisapproach
may not beableto containtheMaoistsmilitarily, it might catapult theRNA into an
important player in Nepai politicswithitsown stake. It might further strengthen
the King and weaken the democratic government and its ability to pursue a
meaningful peace process.

Theimpetusto the peace processisbeing reinforced by therealisation that
there cannot be apurely military solution to the problem. TheMaoistsareina
stronger position asisevident from their tough stand ontalks. Reportsinthefirst
week of September 2004 said, the Maoi stshaveruled out the possibility of did ogue
with the Deuba government favouring instead direct negotiations with King
Gyanendraand havereiterated their demand for aConstituent Assembly election
under theaegisof the UN. Itisclear that the present Maoist demand will further
strengthen the King and reinforce the perception that thegovernmentisnotina
positionto play adecisiverole. Consequently, therole of the monarchy becomes
important. When King Gyanendraappointed Deubain June 2004, he had spelt
out threetasks before him: to take on board al mgor political partiesonimportant
national issues, find waysto deal with the Maoist insurgency and preparethe
nation for elections. If Deubafailsto deliver onthese counts, the King might be
compelledto remove himfrom office. Giventhefact that an extreme Right Wing
opinionwithinthepolitica spectrumwantstheKingto play amoreactiverole, the
successof the present government will depend largely ontheKingwhoseinflexible
approach hasthusfar only complicated the problem.

Thedifferenceswithin the mainstream political formationshaveonly addedto
the complications. While Deubahas been ableto form acoalition government
with the help of the Communist Party of Nepal-United Marxist-Leninist (CPN-
UML), he hasfailed to evolve aconsensus even within theruling coalition on
issues such as ceasefire, external mediation and el ections to the Constituent
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Assembly. TheUML reportedly favoursunilateral ceasefire by thegovernment as
apreludeto the resumption of negotiationswhile Deubainsiststhat unlessthe
M aoi sts show any sincere commitment towards aresult oriented peace process,
declaration of aunilatera ceasefirewould be meaningless. Onthe question of the
Congtituent Assembly, the UML has hinted that theissueisnot closed and could
be addressed during the peace talks. In January 2004, the UML presented a
nine-point roadmap favouring either amendmentsto the new Congtitution or the
preparation by the House of Representative. On the question of external mediation
involving the UN, Deubahasre ected theideaon theground that theissuewasan
internal one; the UML, on the other hand, incorporated apossible UN roleinits
nine-point roadmap. However, it hasyet to expand onthetypeof roleit envisages
forthe UN intheconflict.

Outsidethe government, thefour-party alianceled by the Nepali Congress
hasrefused to participatein the peace process and has announced fresh agitation
against what they call ‘regression’. Membersof thisalliance have been pressing
for therestoration of parliament and aconsensusgovernment that shouldinitiate
didoguewiththerebes. They arguethat the new government will command more
credibility andlegitimacy, and certainly strengthen the government at thetime of
thetalkswith the Maoists. Nepali Congress Chief GP. Koiralahasrefused to
participate or nominate arepresentativefor thehigh-level peace committeeformed
onAugust 12, 2004, under theleadership of the Prime Minister. The objective of
thecommitteeisto coordinatethe peace process and finalisethe political agendas
for negotiations. Reports suggest that heisholding aparallel dialoguewith the
Maoistsin order to bring them to the political mainstream.

Whilethere appearsto be abroad consensus on negotiating with theMaoists,
it, however, cannot be achieved until thepalitica partiesbridgetheir own politica
differencesand evolvean effective negotiating strategy. Inthelight of this, apertinent
guestion emerges: does Nepal need external mediation to break the deadl ock.
Thosewho favour externa mediation arguethat despite two roundsof ceasefire
and negotiationsin 2001 and 2003, the government and the Maoistsfailed to
reach aminimum consensus, henceanimpartial body likethe UN could play a
vital rolein facilitating the peace talks. The UN system has, on a number of
occasions, expressed itsdesirefacilitate peacetaksand has sent special emissaries
to explorethe possibilitiesof securing arole. But thegovernment hasshownlittle
inclinationfor any externa mediation.

DoeslIndiahavearoleto play inbreaking the deadlock? India sconcernsat
the stalemate between the Nepal ese government and the Maoi st insurgentsare
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growing. The geo-strategic position of Nepal, open bordersand ahistory of good
relationsmakesNepd important inIndia sstrategic caculations. Internd ingtability
inNepa will have serioussecurity implicationsfor India. Theexploitation of open
India-Nepal bordersby the Maoists, their degpening linkageswith Indian | eft-
wing extremist groups such asthe Communist Party of IndiaMarxist-Leninist
(People sWar), theMaoist Communist Centreof India(MCCI) and theNortheast
insurgent groups and the unbridled use of India-Nepal open border for shelter,
training, suppliesand armssmuggling pose serious security threst to India. Further,
thereisapprehension that Pakistan’sInter ServicesIntelligence (1Sl), activein
border areas, could forge links with the Maoists to de-estabilise the region.
Therefore, India needs to ensure that its core interests are not hurt in the
confrontation between the Deubagovernment and the Maoists. Indiahasbeen
providing military assistanceto Nepal based on assessmentsthat the RNA was
the only force capable of keeping the Maoists at bay. India has also taken a
number of stepsto contain Maoist activitiesonitssoil and strengthen coordinated
security strategies on both sides of the border.

Conceding that it may not be possibleto defeat the Maoistsmilitarily, itisin
India sinterest to ensure that the M aoi sts should not be ableto expl oit adivided
polity. Whilesupporting the Congtitutional monarchy and multiparty democracy in
Nepal, Indiahas repeatedly emphasised that only the monarchy and Nepal’s
democratically elected parties can solvethe Maoist problem, provided they work
inunison. Towardsthisend, itisinIndia sinterest to facilitate a peace process
with an aim to restore and strengthen a viable and sustainable democratic
governmentin Nepal.
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