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       Nepal’s Crisis Deepens 
 

 
Prospects for peace to calm Nepal’s nine-year-old Maoist 
rebellion have taken a turn for the worse since the king 
declared a state of emergency in February 2005. Since then, 
the political and economic crisis has only worsened. The 
king has made no headway with negotiations, and Nepal’s 
state, never strong, is teetering on the brink of a collapse 
that could result in huge bloodletting and international 
confrontation, according to experts. 

Recent developments: On February 1, 2005, King 
Gyanendra, in a coup that took many by surprise, placed 
Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba, his cabinet, and other 
prominent political figures under house arrest and declared 
a state of emergency. Parliament was already suspended. 
The move thus eliminated the last remnant of constitutional 
government. A Royal Commission for Corruption Control 
was setup to look into alleged fraud by the previous 
government. The commission recently jailed Deuba and 
another ex-minister for two years for their role in a 
drinking-water project. Strict press censorship was 
imposed, and the royal palace took over day-to-day 
decisionmaking. 

This is the latest and most dramatic move in his 
longstanding effort to reverse the tide of growing activity 
by Maoist insurgents, who are now active in over 70 of the 
country’s 75 districts. It also, however, fits in with the 
king’s evident interest in breaking free of constitutional 
strictures and ruling independently of the political process. 
The coup was widely condemned by the international 
community. India, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom suspended major arms supplies to Nepal. 

Since then, the king has taken some tentative steps to return 
democracy to the country. On April 30, 2005, he lifted the 
state of emergency soon after a meeting with Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh of India. The action has not 
changed much on the ground: no date for a parliamentary 
election has been set; human rights abuses by both Maoists 
and the military have increased; and all major policy 
decisions still come from the king or his close associates. 
The Nepalese army appears to have made little headway 
against the rebels, who have been fighting since 1996 to 
overthrow the monarchy and install a “people’s republic.” 
In early August 2005, 40 soldiers were lined up and shot by 
the rebels in the western district of Kalikot with 76 more 
soldiers missing. The conflict has claimed over 12,000 lives 
so far. 

The king’s plan: The bold coup of February, orchestrated 
and planned well in advance, was swiftly carried out. The 
king assumed that ordinary Nepalis, fed up with the 

infighting among politicians and their inability to deal with 
the country’s civil war, would give the king the benefit of 
the doubt. While that may have been true initially, and calls 
for strikes by the Maoists have not been very effective in 
Kathmandu, the public’s patience is fast running out as 
uncertainty drags on. In the meantime, the king is 
suggesting to the international community that it faces a 
choice between him and the rebels, calculating that in the 
end they will choose him. 

Analysts say that the king wants to break the military 
stalemate with the rebels in a decisive military blow. Most 
military experts believe this approach is bound to fail given 
the lack of training and discipline in the ranks of the 
Nepalese army and the recent disruption in arms sales to 
Nepal. The army is loyal to the king personally and has a 
strong presence around Kathmandu. It could probably 
defend the capital against a rebel attack, but it is not in a 
position to assert decisive control in enough of the country 
to end the Maoist threat, much less to break the political 
deadlock. Meanwhile, the king and the political parties are 
in a direct confrontation. The Maoists are making the most 
of it. Instead of talking to the king, they have responded 
with numerous calls for strikes and blockades creating 
widespread confusion. 

A tit-for-tat strategy: There has been no letup in the 
crimes committed by the Maoist rebels against 

Nepalese citizens, with fresh reports of rapes, 
kidnappings, and killings of villagers 

coming in every month. The rebel 
tactics have ranged from brute force 

to more indirect approaches. For instance, the 
rebels have destroyed water supply 

systems in some parts of the country in 
order to prevent government security 

forces from using them, in the process cutting off water 
supply to thousands of ordinary people. 

The army has responded with its own brutal tactics. The 
police and the Royal Nepalese Army (RNA) are accused of 
illegal detention of Maoists, mass executions of rebels, and 
torture of detainees. Amnesty International contends that 
since August 2003, more than 600 civilians have been 
illegally detained. Since taking power, King Gyanendra has 
seized control of the National Human Rights Commission 
(NHRC), a local, neutral body set up in 2000 by the 
government to investigate human rights abuses by both 
sides. (It conducted an unprecedented investigation into the 
army’s massacre of 19 persons at Doramba in Ramechhap 
district in August 2003.) But since February, the monarchy 
has been criticized by international human rights groups for 
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trying to meddle in the commission’s work. For instance, in 
May 2005, Human Rights Watch accused the Nepalese 
government of preventing members of the NHRC from 
leaving the capital to visit Kapilvastu, where armed gangs, 
allegedly with some government support, engaged in mob 
violence against suspected Maoists in late February. The 
escalation in violence prompted the United Nations to open 
a human rights monitoring office in Kathmandu in May 
2005, the largest since it established one in Rwanda, to 
monitor the abuses by army personnel and the Maoists. 

Endless agony: The Maoists have moved into a 
governmental vacuum in rural Nepal. The latest round of 
political instability has made the country’s precarious 
economy even worse. During the 12 years between 1990 
and 2002, literacy doubled and the amount of paved roads 
tripled. Those gains are now in danger of withering away, 
including the gains made in living standards and other 
human development indicators. Without an end to the 
rebellion, Nepal is also unable to benefit from its 
hydroelectric assets. The country uses only about 2 percent 
of its immense hydropower potential at the moment, but 
much of the untapped potential is in districts heavily 
affected by the insurgency. India, with its chronic energy 
shortages, would be a natural customer for Nepal’s energy 
exports. 

The news at present is grim. According to figures published 
by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Nepal, with an 
annual national income per head of just $241, is the world’s 
12th-poorest country. Even worse for its tourism industry, it 
is at the top of one international ranking: unexplained 
disappearances or kidnappings. The Maoists abduct 
thousands of people from the villages, suspecting them of 
collaborating with the government. At the same time, 
hundreds also vanish at the hands of the military forces. 
The poverty, inequality, and ethnic and caste discrimination 
that fuelled the Maoist rebellion persist. 

International community urges a negotiated settlement: 
India is Nepal’s closest neighbor, its largest military 
supplier and trade partner by far, and the outside country 
with the greatest influence and interest there. Delhi is 
concerned about the possibility of Nepal becoming a base 
for terrorism or other violence directed against India. The 
Maoists have long-standing ties with insurgent groups 
active in central and southern India, notably the People’s 
War Group. Atrocities by the rebels and the government 
forces have forced hundreds to flee the country to 
neighboring Indian states. India’s interest in stability and 
desire to avoid a refugee crisis, however, has not led it to 
support the king’s bid for unrestricted power in Nepal. On 
the contrary, Delhi believes that the current situation cannot 
be resolved purely by military means and that the only way 

to restore legitimate and more effective government is to 
create an alliance across as much as possible of Nepal’s 
political spectrum, offering the Maoists an opportunity to 
join the mainstream. Consequently, India cut off military 
supply to Nepal following the king’s assumption of extra-
constitutional power and has insisted that he must return to 
constitutional government. 

The United States and the United Kingdom have taken a 
similarly strong line with the king. They share India’s 
concern about instability and the specter of a meltdown of 
the already fragile Nepali state. The United States has 
suspended its modest military supply program but has 
continued economic assistance, most of it aimed at 
improving life in Nepal’s far-flung and impoverished 
villages. Both countries have consulted closely with India 
during the troubled period since February 1. In previous 
political crises involving Nepal, India has been wary of 
expressions of interest by extra-regional powers; the 
different pattern playing out now reflects India’s evolving 
relationship with the United States. 

There is no evidence of a Chinese role in the king’s coup, 
and China’s interest in recent years has been to avoid 
instability close to sensitive border areas. However, 
Chinese statements have been less critical of the king than 
those of India and Nepal’s major aid donors. Whatever may 
be the case, China’s assistance cannot replace India’s role 
in Nepal’s economy. India can choke Nepal by sealing off 
its borders and imposing an economic blockade, as it did in 
1989 over a trade dispute and displeasure over Nepal’s 
purchase of Chinese weapons. 

What next? The most satisfactory outcome would be a 
political solution in which the king and the political party 
leaders persuade the Maoists that they cannot achieve their 
goal of a people’s republic and that their best option is to 
negotiate their way into the political mainstream. Effective 
military pressure on the Maoists would be an important 
ingredient in this outcome, but it would also require 
overcoming the deepening hostility between the king and 
the politicians, the king’s autocratic tendencies, and the 
Maoists’ commitment to ending the monarchy. 

The king’s personal standing is another obstacle. Although 
the monarchy has traditionally been revered in Nepal, King 
Gyanendra is looked on with considerable skepticism 
because he came to power following the massacre of most 
of the royal family. His son, Crown Prince Dipendra, has a 
reputation for violence and personal indiscipline and lacks 
popular legitimacy. 

King Gyanendra is apparently counting on the fecklessness 
of Nepal’s politicians and the loyalty of the army to help 
him achieve control in Nepal, and on Nepal’s international 
donors’ distaste for instability to win him their support 
when the chips are down. He has probably drawn comfort 
from the resumption of some military supply from India. 
All the major powers concerned about Nepal are still 
dealing with the king. This may help the king ride out the 
current uncertainty. Whether he then reengages the political 
process and calls parliamentary elections and whether he is 
willing to share power with the parliament are far from 
clear. 
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The Maoists’ goal of establishing a people’s republic in 
Nepal, complete with collectivization and imprisonment of 
“class enemies,” would be horrendous for the region and 
create a risk of international instability that outside powers 
including the United States would find unacceptable. On 
the other hand, if the king continues to confront all the other 
political forces in Nepal and to deal ineffectively with the 
insurgency, he offers little relief from Nepal’s grim 
situation, either for Nepalis or for their friends. 

—Pramit Mitra & Beth Robertson 
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