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Elections in Nepal: A struggle between the
ballot box and buffer

Rishi Gupta and Gao Liang

The elections

On November 26th, 2017, Nepal voted in the first of two phases to
elect representatives for both the federal government and seven
provincial assemblies. The first phase witnessed a voter turnout of
approximately 65 percent (Election Commission of Nepal, 2017) in
32 out of a total 75 districts. The second and last phase of the
elections is scheduled on December 07 in the remaining 42

districts.

The ongoing elections mark a historical “transition of the country
from a 240 years-old monarchy into a multi-party democracy”
(Sood, 2017). After a decade-long People’s War, in 2006 the
guerilla fighters — the Maoists — had agreed to express themselves
through the mainstream political process of the country. This
resulted in an end of the royal institution in 2008 and in the
reinstating of a partially stable institutional and political order.
Following the peace process, a Constituent Assembly (CA) was
elected in 2008 with a mandate to write a democratic republican
Constitution within two years. However, failure to agree on the
nature and provisions of the new constitution delayed its
promulgation for almost seven years. Finally, in 2015, despite
complaints and violent clashes in the southern plains (Madhesh
region) of the country — bordering India, the new constitution was

promulgated.
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Importantly, the ongoing elections are conducted under the framework established by the new
Constitution. While said new Constitution is hailed as a step forward in clasping the decade-long
peace process of the country, the existing unresolved issues, more precisely those related to the
rights and representation of the Madhesis and Janajatis groups as well as women, expose the game
of musical chairs being played among the dominant political parties in view of their tangible

political bargains.

It is noteworthy that the two major hostile ideological Left parties — the Communist Party of Nepal-
Unified, Marxist and Leninist (CPN-UML) and the Nepal Communist Party-Maoist (CPN-M) —
have come together and formed an allied force in these elections. It is not the first time that the two
parties have come together prior to elections; back in 2015 the two parties had also formed a
coalition government. Nevertheless, disputes on power-sharing had led to the disintegration of said
government and the Maoists-Center chief — Pushpa Kamal Dahal alias Prachanda — had formed the
present ruling government in alliance with another major democratic political party — the Nepali
Congress (NC). Now the UML and the Maoists plan to merge into a single largest political party in
case they have enough votes to form the majority government; with a plan to establish a communist
government (Kathmandu Post, 2017). However, the political history of the Communist Movement
in Nepal since the late 1960s is a witness to the ruptures and disintegrations amongst the Left,
which has been even more divided since 2006. Moreover, the vague ideological foundations of the
two political parties raise more questions than they provide visible solutions to the long-standing

political instability and disorder in the country.

The current Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba is the 25™ Prime Minister in the country in the last
27 years. This political lurch within the nation seems to have created an impenetrable fortress,
becoming an obstacle for the citizenry to thrive upon the stable order crucial to the adequate
development process of the country. Our lamentable socio-political landscape has lasted long

enough.

Indian and Chinese perspectives
The announcement of the alliance between the UML and the Maoists was nothing less than a
surprise for India because, in India’s understanding, Maoists would naturally continue to align

themselves with the Nepali Congress Party as they did in the recently concluded local body
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elections. As the South Block in Delhi fell short in its calculations, the present scenario — chances of
the Left Alliance forming the next government — is probably not a very welcome sign for India,
precisely because the Nepali Congress Party has traditionally had a good relationship with New
Delhi.

In the past two years, a direct confrontation with Nepal has not served New Delhi’s goals. Soon
after the present Constitution was promulgated in 2015, India’s unhappiness was all in the open
(Gupta, 2017).The last-minute diplomatic strategy of rallying to the concerns of the Madhesis also
failed to garner the desired results. The stalemate even reached to the upper house of the Indian
parliament after a blockade by the protesting Madhesis was seen as an alleged Indian move to
pressurize the Nepalese government. Apparently, the UML used the opportunity to boost its ultra-
nationalistic image domestically and spread anti-India propaganda. Strikingly, the UML continues
to use its anti-India manoeuvres in the ongoing elections’ political campaign. In the recently
concluded local body elections, the UML won the most seats, followed by the Nepali Congress
Party and the Maoists, and Indian observers continue to be sceptical about the possibility of an

immediate ease in bilateral relations in case the UML comes out strong in the federal elections.

On the other hand, the elections are also being closely observed by China. The international media
sees the Left Alliance as being closer to China for the obvious reason that a Left victory will bring
the two countries closer on the basis of their shared communist identity. However, in China’s view,
relations with Nepal go way beyond ideology. China seems to be less concerned with a change of
government and ruling parties in Kathmandu than with the nation’s political stability, which would
of course be favourable for the establishment of deeper ties.

With regard to the ongoing elections, China sees them as a step forward on the road towards further
stabilization of the political situation which Beijing has been strongly supporting. This concern was
clearly reflected when Chinese assistance was provided during the past elections to the constituent
assembly and the local elections. For China, Nepal stands in an irreplaceable geographic position
and in order to secure an alternative route to cross the Himalayas so as to enter into the South Asian
region and thus forward its ambitions regarding the One Belt One Road Initiative, Nepal needs to be
taken into confidence. Hence, the most important China-Nepal bilateral cooperation now regards

enhancing their interconnection and intercommunication, increasing transportation linkages

SADF Comment N.111



between the two countries and speeding up the construction of infrastructures within Nepal.
However, a politically unstable country where politicians would kidnap foreign-invested
megaprojects as a bargaining chip definitely does not represent the best great deal for China
(Zhang, 2017) (Zhang, 2017).

Conclusion

The ongoing elections create hope for a stable political order in the country. However, a
personalized, interest-based politics does not guarantee prompt stability. On the foreign policy
front, no matter which party dominates the political sphere in Nepal, it faces the timeless challenge
of getting along with its two neighbours. With the rising Chinese investment, trade and aid in
Nepal, the bilateral relations between the two countries might be rewarding. Nevertheless, for
Nepal, China could no longer be taken as a card which is played only when it needs to cope with the
pressures from New Delhi. Also, China clearly realizes that it is impossible and unadvisable to
create divergence and do a disservice to the special relationship between India and Nepal. Hence,

Nepal needs to come clear and on balanced terms with its two neighbors.

On India’s part, the country needs to abandon party-centric approach and rebuild a reliable,
balanced relationship with Nepal. Also, it needs to establish substantial mechanisms to resolve
longstanding issues, i.e. Nepal’s rising trade deficit with India, exchange of Indian currency which
is stuck in Nepal after India’s demonetization drive last year (Indian currency is widely used in the
Nepalese market even though it remains an informal circulation) and use the regional platforms like
BIMSTEC and SAARC effectively to abate the rising trust deficit with Nepal. For Nepal, while
India and China both adjust their foreign policies, the country itself needs to prepare to embrace a
trilateral type of cooperation. Nepal can serve as a stage for Sino-Indian-Nepalese cooperation, not
as a “boxing arena” for India- China relations (PTI, 2015). However difficult, Nepal can avoid

taking sides as regards the current geopolitical reality.
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