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Several countries adopted or readopted federalism after a period of armed conflict as we are doing in Nepal. The conflicts were primarily related to sharing of resources between states/provinces within the countries and with neighboring countries.

Federalism was a long-awaited agenda in Nepal since the major political change in 1951 raised by various politicians including Gajendra Narayan Singh and other Madhesi leaders but it did not grab political attention. Later it was taken up by the then Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist). However, it was not concretely stated in the 12-point understanding reached between them and the Seven Party Alliance on 22 Nov, 2005. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) too had not explicitly made any mention of federalism—it only highlighted the need for progressive restructuring of the state. Article 3.5 of the CPA emphasized ending the existing centralized and unitary state system and restructuring of the state to make it an inclusive, democratic, progressive system.

When Interim Constitution 2007 was promulgated without any mention of federal provisions, Madhesi leaders burnt copies of it and blamed major political parties for their noncommittal outlook. The Madhesi movement resulted in amendment through incorporation of the term ‘federalism’ in 12 July, 2008. It states, “Accepting the aspirations of indigenous ethnic groups, and the people of the backward and other regions, and the people of Madhes, for autonomous provinces, Nepal shall be a Federal Democratic Republic” The amendment further states that, “The provinces shall be autonomous, with full rights. The Constituent Assembly (CA) shall determine the number, boundary, names and structures of the autonomous provinces and the distribution of powers and resources, while maintaining the sovereignty, unity and integrity of Nepal”.

Nepal’s political history demonstrates it failed as a unitary state to address the needs and aspirations of Nepal’s multiethnic, multi-religious and multicultural society. Hence, people are hopeful that the federal system will address the challenges (of building a democratic, inclusive and economically strong state) faced by Nepali society which were left out by the unitary governing system. Federal structures created by a new process must involve people in nation-building process and ensure sharing of power. Regrettably, the way the federal debate is being facilitated and the process of state restructuring is being managed, it may not lead to desired result of addressing exclusion, stability, democracy, achieving economic growth and prosperity and peace. Instead, the events so far could potentially lead to communal tension, inter-ethnic conflict, violence and insecurity.

Inequality and lack of access to resources and basic services generate “feelings of injustice”, which give rise to a rebellious response. In such a situation, conflict and violence follow naturally. The federal political system in Nepal should not provide space for malignant “feeling of injustice”, going by the nation’s history.

It seems that proponents of ethnic federalism want to reverse the past system in their own favor, which could lead to confrontation and tension. Reversal of roles will not make past mistakes right—it will create more tensions.

The ethnic dimensions, during transition from a unitary to a federal system, are very strong. Maoists strategically utilized the ethnic “feeling of injustice” to expand their ‘people’s war’ by promising to establish an ethnicity-based federal system which they practiced during war time. They benefited greatly from the ethnic polity during the CA election. Now, to fulfill the promises and to keep ethnic voters intact Maoists are not only proposing ethnic federalism but also going so far as to claim right to self-determination (even right to secession). Once Maoists opted for ethnic federalism other political parties like CPN-UML became insecure about their own ethnic voters and consequently opted for same tactics. Hence, the debate on federalism became a deliberate orchestration of vested political interests rather than of the country’s long term stability.

Ethnic radicalization has become so strong that whosoever disagrees on ethnic federalism are viewed by Maoists and ethnic leaders/supporters as anti-federal, anti-change and supporters of the feudal system. Consequently there is less space for constructive debate on merits and demerits of ethnic federalism. Anti-caste radicalism is now being deliberately developed on the pretext of an exclusionary past. It seems that proponents of ethnic federalism want to reverse the past system in their own favor, which could lead to confrontation and tension. Reversal of roles will not make past mistakes right—it will create more tensions.

Demands of ethnic groups are too one-sided, deny co-existence, seek special privileges such as prior rights and impose ethnic supremacy over other people (e.g. naming provinces after ethnic groups) and they even threaten to go for violence if these demands are not. Hence, the challenge for the political decision makers is to make sure that federalism will not become a perennial source of communal tension and ethnic conflict.

Federalism can be both a source of conflict and a means of resolving them. But it is not a magic wand that can solve every contradiction existing in Nepali society. Wrongful handling of the implementation of federalism can lead to civil war and disintegration of the country as proved by several world experiences in the recent past.

Global experiences of ethnic federalism and current daily realities of Nepal have clearly demonstrated that opting for ethnic federalism could potentially lead to protracted conflict and serve as a perennial source of instability. It is very hard to understand why some of the groups want to get privileges at the cost of others (e.g. naming states, prior rights, etc.), a thing that used to be the prime source of conflict in the past.

A retaliatory mental attitude (Chhetri-Brahmin elites had exploited ethnic groups in the past and therefore ethnic groups have to retaliate now by imposing conditions likes prior rights or reserving powerful posts only for certain ethnic groups, etc.) and vested political interests (to keep their ethnic vote banks intact) could potentially cause social tension, communal disharmony and ethnic conflict.

Providing privileges to certain groups and excluding others is not only conceptually similar to the Panchayat System but also against fundamental human rights principles. Hence, political decision makers must consider the potential risk and danger of rooting for ethnic federalism. One of the best ways to address it is by naming states after historical places, mountains, rivers and geography, to ensure equal rights for all and by making provisions of affirmative action for certain years/decades to address inequality issues.

Radicalization is easy, as some political parties have successfully proved, but addressing the effects of such radicalization can prove very costly not only for these parties but also for the nation as a whole. It might already be too late by the time leaders realize the cost of such radicalizations. And once political parties panic and start using force it can easily result in civil war as showcased by several global experiences.

The success or failure of federalism depends upon the degree of public acceptance of the form of federalism adopted and the degree of implementation of the basic values and process of federalism. Extreme radicalization of issues and undermining the existence and identity of others will only create conflict and make the federal system dysfunctional.

Recognition of multiple identities, accommodation of the needs and interests of others, and understanding and sensitivity should be the focus and not imposing language, culture and values over other groups. Additionally, respecting pluralism and individuality are some of the fundamental elements required, particularly at the beginning, for an operational federalism. If political decision makers fail to address these issues conflict is inevitable in the new federal Nepal
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	Dr Upreti fears imposition of other ethnic languages and cultures in those imagined new ethnic states but he supports continued imposition of Khas language and culture upon all other ethnic populations of Nepal. Only if instead of imposing Khas as Nepali upon all others, English is adopted as a main medium, and all other languages of Nepal is given equal rights as Khas language is enjoying now, half of country´s ethnic problem will be solved. But we can hardly hope towards any such deliberation from this prejudiced Bahun-Chetri intelligentsia in Nepal.

 

- Ramchandra


	 

Dr. Upreti raises good points, but they should all have been considered BEFORE the parties decided to kick the king (and 1990 constitution) and join the blood-stained hands of the Maoists. But back then, all that the parties cared about was regaining political power, hook or crook. They stayed mum while the Maoists fanned ethnic discontent so that they got the marginalized groups to strengthen their political revolt. Weren’t the Maoists and parties warned that such dangerous identity politics could have negative consequences to national integrity and communal peace? Of course, they were! But they chose not to listen. In their quest for quick political power, national interest was the farthest from their mind. They exploited ethnic discontent to attain their political interests, and now that those have been achieved i.e. their greatest political rival, the monarchy, has been eliminated, they’re focusing their energies on coming up with arguments and "analyses" (read excuses) against ethnic federalism. No matter what kind of federal structure Nepal finally obtains, this kind of opportunistic and exploitative behavior has to be highlighted, discouraged and eliminated in “New Nepal”.

 

- Satya Nepali


	 

Though the ideas here are not new, the interpretation sheds a new dimension to the current discourse of federalism in Nepal. The article needs to be translated in Nepali in order to make a larger impact.

 

- tesroankha


	 

If pragmatic and nonviolent shift in our national governance is desired towards inclusive pluralism, the transition must be led by the support and inclusion of the liberal Bahun-Chetri intelligencia. The fundamental error with the current so called marginalized ethnic leaders is that they are not true representatives of their people; rather they are tyrannical opportunists who self proclaim their leadership roles and in most cases were not chosen through a true democratic process. Generally they are regional thugs and criminals that abuse the political system for personal exploits. Further, adding insult to injury, many outspoken educated ethnic individuals inciting communal conflicts are doing so in historical and personal spite than for a reasoned good of the nation. Often these very people are alienated from the society they profess to belong to and live in satellite locations and know that they are unaffected by potential violence communal conflicts can create in our nation. The Maoist conflict in Nepal, which is viewed as relatively tamed in comparison to other violent global variances, continued for 15-plus years and has cost approximately 15,000 lives. It is now widely accepted India nurtured the Nepal Maoists, philosophically and materially, for its strategic interests and played three or more Nepali groups, particularly in the 1990s and 2000s, against each other to propagate its regional hegemony. No secret our leadership is corrupt and gets bought with minor favors like academic scholarships for their children or commissions off of low level smuggling operations. Indian authorities purposely ignore these relatively innocuous facts to keep effective and personally damaging arsenals should the Nepalese turn on them. For example, it is possible that the timing for outing the Prachanda tape crowing flawed PLA numbers was orchestrated by India. Not all, but it is highly likely some Madhesi factions are being groomed by India, but no doubt Indians are keeping damning intelligence on these Madhesi groups to be used at an appropriate time in the future. Meanwhile we Nepalese are again being outfoxed and we are oblivious to it. Because of shortsightedness of these and other political factions, our hopes for a prosperous and harmonious New Nepal are perennially spoiled. Just imagine what could happen if all philosophically divided and ethnic groups start to incite one another. We better tighten our belts and get ready to sacrifice not just ours but our children and grandchildren’s economic, social, and political future.

 

- KNP


	 

It is sad that people now donot understand the dangerous consequences of ethnic division. One can not punish grandchildren when their grandfathers are considred criminals. The way our country is moving , Yes it is right as said by KNP in his comment that some shortsighted so called ethnic leaders and some parties for just acute gain( thought all will be loser in long run). We need to correct the anamolies that exist in our soceity and interethnic realtionship.We can see that most of the so called eladers now donot care for future of Nepal and future of future generation and want to put into the spiral of violence. It is irony somen\one asking for english to replace nepali to equalize all ethnic groups. How sad, we nepali like foreigners than our own people and language and culture.
One can understand that idea making system inclusive and affirmative actions to make all feel included and equal but it is hard to understand in the idea of disintegrating concept of givng supermacy to one group over others.
If well feel that historically one elite group ruled exluding others, is it justified to resurrect sthe same system now by another group?
Inclusiveness in policy level and equal opprunity and affrimative actions for good education and economy are vital to make situaiton better.
Let us hope, that all will understand the all loser situaiton if ethnic states are formed in a country of minorities.




