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Key findings

Introduction

• The mixed success and closure
of the UN’s mission in 2010 was a
result of geopolitical factors and
an inadequate  DDR policy

What happens when the UN pursues disarmament, demobilization,
and reintegration (DDR) while most of the internationally agreedupon basic frame-conditions for DDR are only partly in place? This
brief explores the unfolding trajectory of the DDR process in Nepal
during the post-war period (2006–2011) and traces why the key national actors put the peace track on the backburner, leaving the UN
as the prime promoter of a contested peace agreement and a reintegration program attempted defined by the UN’s international technical standards. This brief analyses why and how the UN quickly
became engulfed in an intricate political struggle between a deftly
politically led leftist movement – combining street and parliamentary politics – and a variety of domestic and regional system preserving actors. The brief also attempts to highlight how these frame
conditions directly impacted the disarmament and demobilization
phases, the UN’s supported rehabilitation program, and the disengagement from armed violence.

• Delayed discharge of the verified
combatants was a result of using
the cantonment issue as a leverage tool and retaining the Maoist
Army intact
• Five years after the armed conflict
ended, the societal causes for
entry into the militant Maoist
movement remain unaddressed
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• Demobilization and rehabilitation of  minors and late recruits
became UN-lead instead of UNsupported
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About this brief
This brief highlights the central findings of a larger
report with the same title; DDR in Nepal: Stakeholder Politics and the Implications for Reintegration as a Process of Disengagement. The report is
part of an IRGR endeavor that studies reintegration processes in Somalia and Afghanistan with a
focus on disengagement from armed groups. The
empirical basis of the policy analysis is a combination of secondary sources and the authors’ research and outreach work in Nepal between 2006
and 2011. In addition, 20 in-depth interviews
were conducted with cantoned combatants and
ex-combatants, most of whom were verified minors and late recruits (VMLR).
Key informant interviews were also conducted with UN program staff, officials of the
Government of Nepal (GoN), and human rights
activists were also conducted. The in-depth interviews probed into the circumstances that motivated rural youths and children to join the Maoist
movement and their challenging disengagement
through self-integration or the UN’s Inter-Agency
Rehabilitation Programme (UNIRP). The key informant interviews collected supplementary evidence on the peace process, DDR, and SSR, and
on specific rehabilitation issues.
The sample is limited because of time limitations during fieldwork in April–May 2011. The
sample frame is influenced by specific political
constraints. The authors’ access to the cantonment
was severely restricted due to renewed political
efforts to solve the deadlock around the integration and rehabilitation of the verified combatants.
Based on the assumption that a relatively large
number of combatants from lower ranks would
opt for rehabilitation rather than integration, the
sample is predominantly composed of male and
female foot soldiers and junior officers.

Context
From 1996 to 2006, Nepal experienced an armed
con
flict between a politically-led Maoist guerilla
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movement and the country’s security forces,
which ended with the formation of a popularly
supported seven-party alliance. The participation
of the United Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) (UCPN-M) brought it from their rural strongholds to the urban centers for (mostly peaceful)
street action.
Developments such as the cessation of hostilities, the ousting of the autocratic king, the promisingly broad alliance, the reinstatement of the
parliament and historical constitutional reforms,
generated high hopes among war-weary Nepalese
and the international community.
Several UN funds and agencies retained their
presence in Nepal during the armed conflict, but
it was the Department of Political Affairs and the
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
that came to play an important, albeit non-decisive third-party role during the last phase of the
armed conflict in 2005. The UCPN-(M) was looking for an honorable exit after recent painful losses
in battles with the Royal Nepal Army (RNA) and
welcomed the UN’s leverage and active presence.
The RNA was increasingly concerned with its international reputation as a nation with a major
stake in international peace keeping, while the
UN opened discussions about its possible future
role in supporting the political agreement and the
upcoming elections.
In establishing the United Nations Mission to
Nepal (UNMIN) in late 2006, the Security Council (SC) crafted a “good offices” mandate, which
heralded the complex geopolitical political realities the mission would have to contend with from
the outset.

The reasons for UN’s shrinking leverage
There are certain decisive macro factors behind
the UN’s shrinking leverage in Nepal since the final days of the armed conflict. The first is a diverging understanding of the cease fire and the peace
agreement and its consequences. The Maoist guerillas and local militias saw the official stalemate
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on the battlefield between themselves and the national security forces as a political victory, while
the security forces and the army in particular latter
viewed the settlement as a defeat dictated by their
civilian political masters. The Comprehensive
Peace Agreement, which had both security sector
reform (SSR) and DDR elements, became subject
to intense political strife soon after the promising
UN-supported interlude in the peace process.
From the start, the Maoists disowned DDR
(seen as different if not opposed to a more politically important SSR agenda) and the technical international standards for DDR (IDDRS).
The UNMIN’s high-profile presence played into a
complex political game within a political culture
that the UN found challenging to understand fully
and tackle. As the fault lines of Nepalese politics
changed, the UN became increasingly isolated
and was criticized as the only unambiguous protagonist for the fragile peace process. From being
primarily a struggle over radical transformation of
key state institutions (including civilian rule over
the security sector), the politics became a drawnout tactical tug-of-war.
The political allies in the mass movement that
successfully ended the armed conflict became
adversaries. In this phase, the Maoist movement

changed character and internal divisions hardened. Among the changes were wealth accumulation among sections of the political cadres and
an eschewed powerbase (mainly a result of the
movement’s expansion into the labor unions) between the three rival top leaders. In order to avoid
a split in the party, UCPN-(M) implemented its
two-pronged strategy of parliamentary politics
and street action and made politics out of inflating
the benefits packages in the upcoming discharge
of verified combatants.
Lucrative benefit packages were calculated to
be handy multi-purpose incentives; one such anticipated incentive was to motivate combatants
supportive of the hardliners in the party to opt
for retirement instead of army integration. The
Nepalese Army’s political influence grew, thanks
to political support and Indian backing. The contending political parties started to use the pending constitutional issues and integration and rehabilitation of ex-combatants as tactical bargaining
cards.
The mixed success and final closure of the UN’s
mission in early 2010 highlighted three reinforcing
sets of difficulties. The first was its neutral thirdparty support for the implementation of a peace
agreement that had no national consensus and
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weak support from the major regional third party,
India. Secondly, the UN mission overestimated its
own strategic leverage, mainly due to insufficient
attention into the geopolitical frame conditions
and Nepal’s history and political culture. Thirdly,
the value of the neutral and apolitical DDR policy and program was inadequate for contending
with local understandings of front and backstage
politics, wherein individual human rights of child
soldiers, young combatants, and the civilian waraffected population are secondary, at best.

Excessively prolonged cantonment
Arguably, the withdrawal of the Maoists from the
government in 2009, following their failed assertion of civilian political rule over the Chief of the
Nepal Army, marked a turning point. The already
fragile peace process was placed on the backburner. In the souring political climate, the cantoned
combatants were found to function as a key element in a continued mass struggle and a leverage
tool in the stalled constitutional process.
The prolonged cantonment period effectively
became a tactical and military strategic ploy that
the international community without intending
it, contributed to by supporting a substantial upgrading of the infrastructure and services in the
cantonments. The retained command structure
and upgraded facilities arguably helped prevent
mass desertion and eased the frustration and anger caused by perceived ill-treatment by the party
and the international community.
Whilst the Comprehensive Peace Agreement
allowed the UN to monitor arms, the CPA gave
control of the keys with which the arms were
locked to the Maoist Commanders and the Commanders of Nepal Army. The cantoned Maoist
Army Combatants were neither effectively disarmed nor demobilized and lines of commands
were strictly maintained. These military conditions, together with the semi-permanency of the
cantonment, gave them a character as centers of
military and ideological training. The cumulative
result is that the Maoists had a better trained force
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in late 2011 than they did when the armed conflict
ended in 2005–2006. This is despite the fact that
many of the senior commanders avoided verification and opted for political reintegration in the
early post-war period.

Disengagement is reflective of reasons for
engagement
Reintegration (the term “rehabilitation” is in
vogue in Nepal) can be better understood through
the analytical twin concepts of disengagement and
engagement. Reintegration research and terrorism research both consider exit and disengagement to be linked with what motivated entry into
an armed movement or group in the first place.1
Our interviews, as well as secondary data,
reveal that most decisions of engagement were
framed by Nepal’s volatile and deteriorating political, social and economic situation. This comprised
a detracting high-caste-dominated state, a lack of
access to justice, weak economic growth (including high youth unemployment), and entrenched
inter-generational and gender injustice. It is a concern that none of these critical macro-economic
and governance parameters have improved over
the last five years. The fact that the deeper societal
causes for engagement remain unaddressed is a
critical and consequential observation.
The next two sections outline selected DDR
outcomes, again applying a political economy approach to make sense of how Nepal’s divisive politics are not simply a context to the UN’s DDR intervention, but directly impact the motivation and
decisions of the combatants as “clients” in consequential ways.

First DDR outcome: the Rehabilitation Programme disowned
The efforts to discharge, demobilize, and rehabilitate the minors and late recruits became UNled, rather than UN-supported. The ownership of
these processes by either the government (apart
1 Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan (eds.) 2009. Leaving Terrorism
Behind: Individual and collective disengagement. London and
NY: Routledge.

from initial approval) or the UCPN-(M) was virtually non-existent and, in the case of the Maoists, rejected outright. For the Maoists, retaining
chains of command over the VMLR who considered enrolling and were enrolled in the UN’s Rehabilitation Programme (UNIRP) was part of a
large political project of mass mobilization.
One of the regulative polices for maintaining
loyalty was to demotivate entry and motivate dropouts by creating dissatisfaction through unrealistically high expectations of UNIRP’s provisions. In
keeping with its mass line, the well-funded party
apparatus of UCPN-(M) had a large number of
cadres as full-time employees and could compete
with the UNIRP’s benefit packages. Moreover,
UNIRP’s stewardship was ostensibly short-term
and job guarantees after graduation could not be
given unconditionally. Moreover, the UCPN-(M)
violated children’s rights by retaining command
lines over their youngest combatants for too long
before releasing them. When this eventually happened, the process was conducted unilaterally,
restricting engagement and ownership from the
government and other parties.

Second DDR outcome: cantonments become community-like
Once this damage had been done, the involved
UN agencies were guided by the assertion that
cantonments were transitory spaces for ex-combatants before being reintegrated in communities
of return. This overlooked the fact that the cantonments were no longer just settlements, and increasingly had complex community-like features.
The long social integration of VMLR, and verified combatants into close-knit, community-like
cantonments has several implications for demobilization and rehabilitation. The interviews with
VMLR reflect a profound sense of loss and separation after being discharged. This study’s application of community as a multi-centric concept revealed an unexpected gender dimension. Many of
the female combatants, who were usually granted
three years of maternity leave, had settled around

the cantonments, and many were found to be in
the process of de facto demobilization and rehabilitation.
The larger study upon which this brief is built
has identified some key lessons for the ongoing
integration, rehabilitation, and retirement from
UN’s currently closing (early 2012) Rehabilitation
Programme.2 These lessons are:
• improve national ownership;
• pay greater attention to dignity and grievances;
• adopt a comprehensive decentralized community-based approach;
• and ensure better delivery and coordination
between the government, international, and
private partners and the communities where
the ex-combatants and displaced civilians
settle.

Quo Vadis Nepal? After the Seven-Point
Agreement
The major parties forged the Seven-Point Agreement in early November 2011 for carrying the
peace process into a logical end. The UN has not
been asked to be party to its ongoing implementation. So far, the UN has not even had a technical
supporting role in the recounting of combatants,
a huge operation that has been hectic, nontransparent and disregarded international standards.
The deal appears to be nationally owned and to
realize one of the lessons learned (outlined above).
However, given the fact that Nepalese party politics is characterized by unstable consensus and
short-term power-sharing arrangements, the current deal may be “national” by default. The UN’s
reduced leverage aside; the bilateral partners are
divided, with only some having committed funds
for the expensive deal. The deal might turn out
to be “a win-win arrangement” in a limited sense
only, given the main actors succeed realizing with
2 Tone Bleie and Ramesh Shrestha. “DDR in Nepal: Stakeholder
Politics and the Implications for Reintegration as a Process of
Engagement”. Tromso: Centre for Peace Studies (forthcoming
in March 2012).
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their vastly different motives. The UCPN-(M)’s
intention to reassure its coalition partner that the
block entry of Madeshis (citizens from the plans)
into the army is feasible, has been stranded.
Its tactic of allowing a couple of thousand commanders to exit with lucrative golden handshakes,
choosing either the political reintegration route
(by absorbing prospects for higher party offices
and future offices in government) or the civilian
route, may succeed. The other party to this deal is
an alliance of the leadership in the Nepal Army,
its currently allied political parties, and India. This
alliance has avoided the feared blocked entry of
radical elements into the regular armed forces. It
may be expected that those who integrate, most of
whom do so by command, are not from the radical nationalist faction of the Maoist party. Rank
placements for the higher columns of the Maoist
army combatants are still an unsolved issue. Given the symbolic value of integrating women into
combat roles, a modest number of female combatants will be integrated. Efforts will be made to start
institutionalizing a gender-sensitive employment
policy in line with Nepal’s Action Plan on 1325.
These predicted outcomes aside, there are
some serious uncertainties surrounding the effect
that the Seven-Point Agreement will have on the
fractured, a grievance-ridden national polity and
on deeply war-affected communities. Rather than
settling grievances, improving national consensus
and creating a foundation for long-term reintegration and recovery, the golden handshakes and
the modalities for army integration are likely to
cement old animosities, fuel new violent dissent
and may hinder the chances of getting the peace
process back on track any time soon.
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Policy recommendations
• First critical lesson from Nepal; UNMIN’s
mixed successes and diminished leverage
as neutral third-party actor, the Rehabilitation Programme being UN-lead instead
of supported and the UN being currently
sidelined, highlight the difficulties of DDR
interventions in a country context where
several of the preconditions for DDR interventions are at best only partly in place.   
• Building on this lesson from Nepal; this lesson from Nepal and related cases, can serve
as basis for a generic early -assessment tool,
which outlines the preconditions that shall
be in place (in order to fully conform) and
should (preferred) be in place, before the
international community decide to undertake a DDR or Reintegration Intervention.
• Finding the critical balance; the UN as
well as other international actors that are
committed to assist bringing the peace process back on track, must fully recognize
the political nature of SSR and DDR in Nepal and strive for a balanced approach between unprincipled pragmatism and human
rights standards, inclusive democracy, rule
of law, and the International DDR Standards for reintegration of ex-combatants.
• A commendable reorientation; there is a
need for a strategic approach that builds
on a thorough understanding of opportunities and constraints when operating in a
buffer state, wherein geopolitics plays a de-

cisive role. A long-term approach is needed for the UN to rebuild trust as a neutral
third-party actor. The difficult choices the
UN will have to make as a development
partner should be guided by the long-term
systemic approach to peace-building, development and national reconstruction.

which address these grievances and inequalities and rebuild the basis for cooperative action. The key elements of the Seven-Point
Agreement are not consistently a contribution towards this kind of political consensus
by non-violent means and addressing grievances of both ex-combatants and civilians.

• Nepal’s politics at crossroads; the serious distrust of political parties and the
state of having delivered meager peace
dividends, must be transformed into restored faith in building a common peaceful future, through legitimate compromise
of interest, ideology and identity and coalition building. Specific inequalities along
caste, ethnic and gender and age remain
important to address. They are articulated
in the composition of the dissolving Maoist Army, the ex-combatants’ unaddressed
grievances and their communities’ dismal
state of wellbeing and underdevelopment.

• A critical need for a political consensus
around the minimum standards for a national security policy; there is an a urgent
need for interparty consensus around a minimum standard security policy, which includes security sector reform (also addressing improved civilian control over the Nepal
Army), border control, community-led reintegration and reconciliation, and community policing - incorporating human security
concerns that heal the wound of communal
divides between hills and plains and improve
livelihoods and safety.

• Agreements on the constitution and federalism; have to pave the way for a political
consensus on policies and public deliverables
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The International Research Group on Reintegration
Efforts to ensure social, political and economic reintegration of former combatants are persistently neglected in
peacebuilding interventions. This is so, even as reintegration of former fighters is a central prerequisite for durable
peace to take hold and for post-war economic reconstruction to be kick-started.
The Centre for Peace Studies’ (CPS) International Research Group on Reintegration (IRGR) is currently in
cooperation with other applied academic institutions and
international agencies, including the United Nations Interagency Working Group on DDR (IAWG-DDR), undertaking interdisciplinary and comparative studies of
reintegration. Current initiatives build on a four years
in-depth project with the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI) on the contexts of DDR. Ongoing
applied research will enable the group to assess strengths
and weaknesses in current DDR policy formulation and
programming and contribute to a bolstering of reintegration efforts in key conflict zones.
The research initiative will solidify the standing of the
Centre for Peace Studies at the University of Tromsø and
associated partners as an international hub for expertise
on reintegration. Complementary to the ongoing IAWGCPS collaboration, which also has a focus on customization of DDR knowledge products, CPS is in collaboration
with UNIDIR (Geneva) and Livework (a leading innovator of service design), developing prototypes which may
enable CPS gradually to take on global service functions
on reintegration.
Disarmament and demobilization, the shorter and technical sides of DDR, usually receive considerable focus and

resources. Reintegration, however, is understudied and
critically underfinanced. The work of the IRGR may help
rectify this by maintaining a deliberate focus on reintegration and substantiate why long-term funding will enhance cost-effectiveness of peacebuilding. An underlying
premise of current initiatives is that if reintegration, in all
its facets, is systematically studied, we can generate new
important evidence-based knowledge that will help future
reintegration programming. Too little is known about the
mechanisms that facilitate and play into reintegration processes. These need to be recorded, distilled and analyzed
in order for researchers and practitioners to see common
patterns and processes, which in turn can shed new light
on why and how reintegration processes unfold in the way
they do. Reintegration is an issue gaining importance in
inter-agency efforts - helping to develop UN-wide tools
and approaches will therefore provide important support
to the Integrated Missions concept.
The IRGR comprises both faculty staff and affiliated leading scholars on DDR and global security. Furthermore,
CPS currently supports young researchers to develop expert knowledge on DDR and Reintegration in particular.
CPS’s own PhD and MA students in Peace and Conflict
Transformation are affiliated with the expert group and
receive guidance from a group who combine academic
excellence with dedicated work as practitioners. Several
of the groups’ members are current or former UN staff,
including from agencies such as DPKO, UNDP, UNIFEM
and UNESCAP. The DDR team will offer advice on design, implementation and evaluation of DDR, as well as
on institutional capacity building and on mainstreaming
gender-aware reintegration concerns into large-scale reconstruction and recovery efforts.
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