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Mao Lives on in Nepal 

DATELINE: Katmandu 

BODY: 


A GRUMBLING insurrection in Nepal is getting worse. A guerrilla movement steeped in the writings of Mao Zedong's little red book has just marked five years of "people's war" with several brazen and bloody attacks on police and officials. Over 80 policemen have been killed in the past few weeks, and the government is once again on the brink of collapse. The rebel Communist Party of Nepal wants, among other things, land reform. It has taken control of, and has support in, remote and miserably poor parts of the mountains. Of the kingdom's 75 districts, five have been declared "liberated zones" and the Maoists are active in over half of the rest. In Katmandu, the capital, they have bombed the homes of judges and policemen, and forced businesses to pay a "people's tax" as protection money. 

In the countryside, lightning raids by increasingly well-armed fighters have demoralised the police, and sent officials and local politicians scurrying to the towns. Some policemen are refusing to fight. They fear the Maoists, who are said to kill their prisoners. 

The fighting is also affecting Nepal's shaky politics. The country has had six governments since fighting broke out in 1996. None, including the current one, led by 78-year-old Girija Prasad Koirala, has been able to defeat the rebels. Mr Koirala, who promised to get tough on the Maoists, has overseen a particularly bloody period. This week 150 opposition supporters were arrested after thousands took to the streets to protest. Mr Koirala's own party may split unless he goes. 

A paralysed parliament failed last month to pass measures to arm and train 15,000 extra police officers. The prime minister's efforts to deploy the army have raised fears of civil war. King Birendra, who has been a constitutional monarch since 1990 with only ceremonial powers, is said to be contemplating ways in which he might return to centre stage. 

The general uncertainty hurts the economy, which is anyway feeble. More tourists are visiting this year than last, but investors are worried by the violence and by any prospect of Maoist rule. Only talks with the rebels would soothe matters. But, despite encouraging words from the deputy prime minister, Ram Chandra Poudel, they are unlikely while Mr Koirala is in charge and the rebels score military hits. 



