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COALITION
Shristi Karki

A

loudspeaker cut through the early
morning silence in Chandragiri
Municpality on Wednesday as a
pickup bounced along an alley, blaring
election slogans. With less than a fortnight to
go, there is sound and fury as campaigning
gets into high gear for the 13 May local
elections.
But there is also consternation in the
ruling 5-party coalition because
many local cadre are dissatisfied
with the way the party brass has
chosen common candidates. Some
40% of candidates from Prime
Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba’s
Nepali Congress (NC), for example,
are defying the party edict and

COLLISION
standing as rebels.
An electoral alliance between the NC,
Maoists, the Unified Socialists and JSP have
running mates for mayors and deputy mayors,
as well as municipality chairs and vice-chairs
from a combination of parties. This has left
many local politicians disgruntled, with some
even threatening to break away and run as
independents.
Matters have come to a head in the
all-important Pokhara and Bharatpur
Municpalities. The former president of
NC Pokhara, Bimal Bahadur Karki
is contesting as an independent
candidate after his party’s decision
to give the mayoral ticket to Dhanraj
Acharya of the Unified Socialists.
“I will not be withdrawing my
candidacy under any circumstance,”
says Karki who has accused Prime

13 MAY

LOCAL
ELECTIONS

Minister Deuba of offering Pokhara on a
platter to the Communists. The coalition
members are also facing public wrath for
giving tickets to family or close cronies with
money, and not to capable and popular local
leaders.
In the 2017 local polls, the Maoists tore up
ballot papers and forced the NC to withdraw
its mayor candidate in favour of Renu Dahal,
the daughter of Maoist chair Pushpa Kamal
Dahal. The NC’s powerful leaders in Chitwan
are determined not to let that happen again,
even though Renu Dahal has once more been
given the ticket in a NC-Maoist deal.
Other candidates with insider connections
include Srijana Singh who is up for mayor
of Kathmandu. She is the wife of NC leader
Prakashman Singh. Elsewhere, Biratnagar’s
deputy mayoral candidate Amarendra Kumar
Yadav is the son of JSP chair Upendra Yadav.

The expediency of the electoral alliance
has meant that the coalition is circumventing
the Local Government Election Act 2017,
which requires at least one female candidate
from a party for mayor and deputy mayor,
as well as chairs and deputy chairs of rural
municipalities.
Many tickets have gone entirely to male
candidates because they are from different
parties. This has incensed the NC’s Pramila
Subedi Acharya, who is running as an
independent for deputy mayor of Madhyapur
Thimi.
“The top party leadership never discussed
our candidacies, they are forcing voters and
the party to support the Maoists, and making
a mockery of inclusion by selecting both male
candidates,” rues Acharya.
It is Deuba’s NC that is bearing the brunt
of the brewing dissent. Coalition leaders
met on Wednesday and took a tough line,
saying that if their rebels did not withdraw
their candidacies, they would be subject to
disciplinary action. A statement after the
meeting read: ‘Concerned Parties will take
necessary action to withdraw the candidature
registered by the party members within the
alliance as independents.’
Even in Deuba’s home district of
Dadeldhura, the party has ousted its local
leader Karna Bahadur Malla for registering
his candidacy in an alliance with the
opposition UML. Senior NC leader Shekhar
Koirala and others who have all along been
against the 5-party electoral alliance are livid
about Deuba appeasing the Communists
in the coalition, in ticket distribution, and
eliminating opponents in his own party.
“This is a conspiracy to commit political
assassination of loyal members of the
Congress,” Koirala said in a statement.
For Deuba, the foremost priority is to
keep the governing alliance intact, even it
means sacrificing constituencies like Pokhara,
Bharatpur or Dadeldhura.
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e power of workers working together

RIGHT IS MIGHT: Madhusudhan Ojha is the general secretary of the Migrant Trade Union in
Korea, and is seen here participating in various street demonstrations for rights for foreign workers.
PHOTOS FROM: MADHUSUDHAN OJHA

workers and laid a foundation
for the formation Migrant Trade
Union.
While it was founded in 2005,
the registration of MTU with the
Ministry of Labour as a legitimate
trade union was at first rejected
on the grounds that it included
illegally employed foreigners
who do not have the right to join
labour unions. It filed a lawsuit
against this decision and it was
only ten long years later that
Korea’s Supreme Court in 2015
finally ruled in favor of the MTU.
By the time I came to South
Korea in 2014, the struggle by
my predecessors, including
workers from Nepal, was already
decades old. I never forget that I
am standing on the shoulders of
giants who laid the foundation for
us to fight the good fight.
And for us, the good fight
is primarily for a Work Permit
System (WPS) in lieu of the EPS.
The EPS is indeed significantly
better than the ITS, as workers
are hired based on a limit and
all workers can recuperate the
standard recruitment fee within
a month of employment. But
although the system allows
workers to change jobs up to three

times legally, it requires permission
from the employer which gives
them disproportionate power.
The WPS would allow workers
to change jobs without employer
consent and give more power to
workers. Many workers continue
with jobs they do not like because
of the fear of repercussions –
recruitment fees may not be a big
investment for Korean jobs like
elsewhere in the Gulf or
Malaysia, but workers
invest an immense
amount of time, money
and effort to pass the
language exam to
qualify for the EPS.
Aside from our fight
for WPS, we continue
to shine the light on
key migrant issues.
Most recently, we demonstrated
in front of the office of Presidentelect Yoon Suk-yeol calling for the
elimination of discrimination via
a comprehensive law, and for the
introduction of the WPS.
During Covid-19, we advocated
for workers’ rights to ensure the
visa extension of current workers
and against discriminatory testing
requirements for foreigners and
locals that was recalled soon after

its announcement.
Similarly, the Korean
government has passed a
decision that it is illegal for
employers to place workers,
especially in the agriculture
sector, in ‘containers’ (temporary
accommodations such as
perforated plastic houses,
warehouses). But the ban has
still not been enshrined in the
law which is what
we are fighting for,
so employers can
actually be held
accountable.
We look at other
countries where
Nepalis are working,
and realise how much
more privileged we
are in Korea to have a
recognised trade union. In many
countries, unions for foreign
workers are banned.
We are also fortunate to have
the backing of the powerful
Korean Confederation of Trade
Unions (KCTU) and others
which amplify our voice and
also provide us with resources to
continue our work, especially as
membership fees alone are not
sufficient for the work we do.
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South Korea has a lot to
offer for foreign workers, and
the lives of migrant workers and
their families back home do get
transformed dramatically by the
money we send home. But there
is always room for improvement.
Changes can be achieved if
we continue to fight for them.
Sometimes they are immediate,
and at other times they take
longer. But as long as we keep
at it, reform is possible. When
we look back and see how far
we have come from where our
predecessors in Korea started,
there is much to be optimistic
about.
In 1995, 13 Nepalis wrapped
themselves in chains and
protested at the Myeondong
Cathedral for over a week.
They referred to themselves
as ‘Nepalis job trainees sold to
Korean soil’ and protested with
signs against physical abuse by
employers. There was no Nepali
Embassy in Seoul at that time so
the ambassador from Japan had
to be brought in to resolve the
situation.
In the preceding year, there
were nine undocumented
Nepali workers who escaped

abusive employers. They had paid
exorbitant recruitment fees, were
heavily in debt, and faced unpaid
salaries and abuse. They escaped
and prepared for protests with the
Korean Confederation of Trade
Unions since there were no unions
for migrants back then.
Such scattered protests by
migrant workers including Nepalis
have taken place in South Korea.
Many foreign workers got deported
in the process, but did not let
this fear dissuade them from the
struggle. Their efforts laid the
strong foundation for the Korean
Migrant Trade Union that has
provided an important platform
for us to fight freely for positive,
durable reforms for foreign workers
here.
Collective bargaining is a
privilege we can enjoy because
of the sacrifice and vision of our
predecessors. We are simply
continuing their struggle.

Madhusudhan Ojha is the General Secretary
of Korea’s Migrant Trade Union (MTU).

