Magazine 67: No more soldiers 

Anchor 1: 
This is Panos Radio South Asia and you’re listening to our radio magazine  Panoscope.

Anchor 2: 
More than three years have passed since the decade long armed conflict ended in the Himalayan nation, but the peace process is far from over. One of the biggest obstacles has been to complete the management of People’s Liberation Army –the military outfit of the Maoists. Since 2006, thousands of Maoist combatants have been living in the seven main camps monitored by the UN. One of the contentious issues has been to release the 4,000 Maoist cadres who were disqualified as combatants following the UN verification. Among them, 3,000 were minors at the time of the verification in May 2006. It was only a month ago that the Maoists finally agreed to let them go. Naresh Newar from Panos Radio South Asia went to the Maoist cantonment in Sindhuli to cover the story:

SFX 1: Army Band and soldiers talking.mp3

Link 1: 
The music band of the People’s Liberation Army—the P-L-A—bids farewell to their young comrades. It’s a dramatic scenario here at the Maoist cantonment in Sindhuli, in east Nepal, where 200 young Maoist soldiers are preparing to leave the Maoist army for good. The soldiers are shaking hands with each other and saying their last words to their close comrades. Most of them are young soldiers who were underage when they joined the Maoist army. A new chapter in their life will begin as they move from their military lifestyle to being ordinary civilians. But it’s not making any of them happy even if they are going home after so many years of their hard life in their barracks.

Act:1 Suman Karki.mp3
I am feeling very bad.  I am now 20 years old. I joined the PLA in 2005. Some reactionary forces are trying to dismantle our People’s Liberation Army. That is why they are tagging us as disqualified soldiers.

Link 2: 
Suman Karki is a young soldier. He was just fifteen years old when he joined the PLA and now he has no clue what he will do after he leaves the military life. I asked him why he was so unhappy to go home as he had a chance to lead a normal life as a civilian with no strict rules and no one to control him.

Act2: Suman Karki2.mp3
I have invested so much for so many years for my country and our people. But now I am being expelled from the PLA by saying I am not qualified to be in the army. That is why I am feeling quite bad 
Link 3: 
Suman feels that he and hundreds of soldiers like him have been very humiliated by tagging them unqualified to be in the PLA. The UN verification in 2007 found that around 4,000 soldiers were not qualified to remain in the UN-monitored camps as they were still underage when the ceasefire took place in 2006. But this verification was to make sure that these young Maoist soldiers would not have to lead a military life anymore and carry guns but get a chance to start new life, doing things what normal youth does – by going to school or starting a business, finding a job and get training. But as hundreds of them entered the bus that would reach them home, all of them went grumbling and whining, basically unhappy. I asked Suman what his future plan was from tomorrow.

Act 3: Suman 3.mp3
I don’t know about my future. I have hopes that the government will do something for me because I have done so much all this time for my country.
I will stay with my family.

Link 4: 
There is already a readymade rehabilitation package created by the UN to help young ex combatants like Suman. But many of these young soldiers have already refused to take the rehabilitation package. They say that the rehabilitation package very little to offer to help them. I asked the head of United Nations in Nepal, Robert Piper, if he knew how the Maoist soldiers were not keen about the rehab programme

Act 4: Robert Piper.mp3
We don’t expect, based on our experience in other countries, we don’t expect people to necessarily sign up next week. They gonna go home hopefully, they are  going to spend some time thinking looking at options, they are going to reconsider our rehabilitation packages, we hope they are going to ring the toll free number and talk to counselors and think through what is the best option for them.

Link 5: 
The UN rehabilitation package includes especially four main choices – first, they will be given vocational training, not just basket weaving or making candles as most Maoist soldiers are assuming. Second, they will get support to start small business if they take initiative. Third, they will get support to enroll in schools or take up non formal education. And fourth, they will also be provided training on health delivery skills so that they get a chance to qualify themselves to the government health system.

Act 5: Gillian Mellsop.mp3
We have very good experience. UNICEF with its partners are currently providing rehabilitation support for 7,500 young people who were with the Maoists. This has worked incredibly well. About 80 percent have gone back to school. We have sensitized many communities in over 40 districts throughout the country and we hope these young people have been discharged today will be able to use their existing system so that they can access vocational training, they can consider going back to school. They can receive help to start their own business and the UN is providing this in partnership with the government. We also have a network of communities, psycho social counselors throughout the country that have been trained and working with 7,500 young people already and these young people will also be entitled to use that network. We hope all of this will really help them reintegrate back into civilian society.

Link 6:
That was Gillian Mellsop, UNICEF representative in Nepal. She explained that while there are challenges to rehabilitate these young Maoist soldiers, the Nepal situation has been definitely been different from what UNICEF had experienced  in Africa. 

Act 6: Mellsop.mp3
We have found that the programme we provided for young people already has worked extremely  well and I find when I meet these young people (the 7,500 who are already on the rehab programme). When you talk to them about their experiences that they had during the conflict, and their time with the Maoists, they are now very grateful of the opportunity to have support to go back to school to continue with their education. We found a lot of these young people have actually done very well  once they’ve gone back to school. They’ve caught up on their years they’ve missed during the conflict. And really, a lot of the young leaders have a lot of potential in terms of what they can contribute to building a new Nepal.

SFX: Maoist soldiers.mp3

Link 7: 
The rehabilitation package is ready to reach out to these young soldiers but it’s possible that these soldiers may take a long time to make up their mind. These are not those ordinary Maoist cadres who would easily be convinced by the NGOs or aid workers or even the UN. These are very smart, well trained and very ideological Maoist soldiers. It could take more than just knocking on their doors to make them accept the rehabilitation programme. A lot of convincing will be needed especially at a time when the Maoist leaders are themselves not sure themselves. CP Gajurel gave a fiery speech about how the Maoist soldiers have been treated as beggars and it’s not the rehabilitation they want but a commitment from the government to ensure that the Nepal Army is nationalized and that Maoists should be important part of it.

Act 7: CP Gajurel.mp3
Our party decided to let the cadres go without taking any benefits at all. PLA soldiers have been treated as beggars by the government. They say they will give a job to each person. They say they are giving a pen and book to each person. They say they will provide payment to each person. We don’t even know how much they are paying. For the last two years, our party has been demanding to include everything in one single package but nothing has been agreed. We didn’t want our soldiers treated as a beggars

Link 8:
Gajurel said that their soldiers have all the freedom to choose whatever is best for them but he warned that the NGOs or other political groups better be careful of not exploiting them in the name of rehabilitation. He also send a warning to the international community to stop spreading propaganda that the Maoists are anarchic and disrupting the peace process.

Act 8: Gajurel.mp3
A UN representative told me that we have been very cooperative, and not disrupted the management process. And I responded yes we are serious about this process and also for peace. Our PLA has always been accused of being anarchic, trying to disrupt the peace process. I told him that we have proved that  we are very disciplined and the UN shdould let the world know that, because we are fighting for ideology. But you have seen now that we follow the rules. Let the world know that.
Some opportunistic political parties and foreigners were spreading their propaganda that Maoists are trying to disrupt the peace process. They accused us of not being serious towards the management of our army. But we have shown to the world that we are serious about the peace process. The UN officials now should tell the whole world that we support the management of our army.
 
Link 9:
The Maoist leaders actually have the hardest job of convincing their own soldiers why they are asked to leave the camp and why they had to agree with the UN verification.

Act 9: Gajurel2.mp3 
Why we accepted this recommendation was because we wanted to prove that we are serious about the peace process. We had given the United Nations the responsibility of verification, so it was the UN process which decided who is qualified and who is disqualified. 
We are now not anymore in war but involved in peace process. We have entered a new game and we have to agree to the terms.

Link 10: 
The government itself has been quite impressed with the decision of the Maoist leaders to release their soldiers. Senior government official Bishnu Prasad Nepal from Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction.

Act 10: Bishnu.mp3
The Maoist leaders have very clearly communicated with their cadres and their army. The and played an important role very well why they have been going out and why they were not qualified by UNMIN. And that the UN system will support them. this message has been well delivered by the Maoist party.

SFX: Maoist soldiers.mp3

Link 11: 
The biggest challenge for the young soldiers is now to see how they will integrate themselves into the mainstream society. This is much tough in the villages where politics run deep. Given that the country is already experiencing violent encounters between the youth affiliated to different parties, there is yet to see whether the society will easily let these Maoist soldiers lead their normal life. There is always this question of how much risk the UN and the Maoists are taking by releasing these soldiers out in the open and easily expect them to lead a new chapter in their life. Robert Piper from the UN says there are no fixed guarantees. There are always risks

Act 12: Robert Piper.mp3
I’ve been asked many times, is there a risk? My answer is, is there a guarantee that there is no risk. There cannot be a guarantee. Firstly, we need to plan for their reintegration or rehabilitation, make sure that the State, the UN, the international community, whoever is needed to helping them to chart a new beginning. Secondly, the individual themselves have got to act responsibly. And thirdly, of course, the Maoist party itself has to make sure that it honours its commitments. So, if all those three measures are taken, then we are doing is certainly reducing the risks dramatically. But the risks of course is always there.

Link 12:
Talking about risks, these young soldiers can be pulled in by various political parties, especially those in favour of armed activities. Even the criminal gangs will want to use them. There is always the danger of them joining the Young Communist League – YCL – the youth wing of the Maoists which has been quite notorious for its para military style activities. This is where the UN has a big role of making sure that these young soldiers do not get involved in any armed activities

Act 13: Robert Piper.mp3
The UN will need to monitor whatever is necessary in order to make those statements. So does that mean visiting the YCL, visiting the cantonments to make sure that they don’t come back, visiting their homes to see how they are spending their day. There will be different range of measures required to make the statements that they are not involved in para military, Maoist army or not responding to chain of command criminal activities

Link 13: 
While challenges remain to rehabilitate these young soldiers, their release from the Maoist army is definitely one of the biggest breakthroughs for the country’s peace process. This is something that the country was waiting for the last three years since the Comprehensive peace Agreement was signed.  These young soldiers maybe angry for expelling them from their military life, they still have a good chance ahead and all the freedom to choose to remain with the maoist party or continue with their new chapter in life.

Act 14: Shanta Karki.mp3
I am going home after seven years. I have a certain future because I will continue fighting for liberation through my party. I will continue with political activities.

Link 14: 
I was speaking to Shanta Karki, a young soldier who joined the People’s Liberation Army when she was only 14 years old. Very ideological and highly principled, Shanta is also filled with a lot of pride as a soldier. She says that she needs no rehabilitation but wants to specialize in the security sector. 

Act 15: Shanta.mp3
“When I was in school, I saw the condition of our country, I saw a lot of repression of the people. I always wanted to help our repressed society. I joined the PLA on my own choice because I wanted to do something for my country. 

Anchor 4:
That is all we have for this edition of Panoscope. Thank you for listening.
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