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Maoists and Monarchs

Himalayan kingdom in crisis
Sanu Maiya Chhetri, a 33-year-old woman with four children, lives in a village near the Nepalese capital, Kathmandu. A social worker with a monthly wage of $35, she faces the future with a mounting sense of insecurity as Nepal faces its worst political crisis in recent history.
Her fear is typical of many in Nepal today, the result of a declaration of ‘people’s war’ by the Communist Party of Nepal – Maoist insurgents – and the recent murder of the popular King Birendra and his entire family.
Between them, the Maoist insurgency and police atrocities have already taken over 2,000 lives. Most are innocent civilians, victims of ‘disappearances’ and extra-judicial killings or killed by the police during torture. The massacre of the Royal Family happened on 26 May. Initial reports suggested that King Birendra’s son, Dipendra, had murdered his family following an argument and then committed suicide but people are not ready to believe that the royal massacre was simply a family matter. They assume that the murder has its roots somewhere in Nepal’s spreading civil conflict.
Nepal restored multi-party democracy in 1990: 30 years of absolute monarchy ended when the late King Birendra agreed to the demands of a left-democratic alliance and their ‘People’s Movement’ and became instead a silent but alert and benevolent constitutional monarch.
In the past 11 years, Nepal has experienced nine governments and weak coalitions have helped to foster political instability. The frequent changes of government have had more to do with power-mongering and financial gain than with the national interest.
Lacking a clear vision of national development, the country’s political leaders have surrendered to the forces of globalization such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the Asian Development Bank and transnational corporations, and failed to deliver on health, education, poverty reduction and water-resource development. The country is on the verge of total economic collapse. Tourism is almost dead, and the country hovers on the brink of a protracted civil war with the Maoist insurgents.
But there is some hope on the horizon. Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala was forced to resign in July after being implicated in huge corruption scandals.
The new Prime Minister, Sher Bahadur Deuba, has made it his administration's top priority to enter a dialogue with the Maoists. Nepal’s future peace and stability depends on finding a politically negotiated solution to the conflict. This will require major compromises on both sides.
The Maoists view the recent royal massacre as a conspiracy by India and the US to suppress their revolution and block the process of peaceful settlement to the conflict that had begun with the late King Birendra. They have refused to recognize the new King Gyanendra as a legitimate successor to the throne, viewing him as a collaborator in the massacre. The Maoists demand that Nepal becomes a republic.
Meanwhile the army had been mobilizing to wipe out the rebels, particularly in the western region where the Maoists have already formed about 10 local ‘people’s governments’.
For now, however, the new Government has negotiated a ceasefire. If a future bloodbath is to be avoided, the new King has an important role to play – but so too do opposition parties and indeed aid donors and the international community, who bear a measure of responsibility for Nepal’s current economic, social and political plight.
Failure will mean descent into an indefinite and bloody civil war.
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