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Why Strong Institutions Matter More Than the President
or the Parliamentary System Itself

Dr. Alok K. Bohara

This essay continues my Nepal Unplugged series on institu-
tional reform and democratic resilience. Building on earlier discus-
sions of internal party democracy, public campaign financing, the
Independent Citizen Democracy Tribunal, and the idea of separating
the presidency and the upper house from the lower house’s electoral
arithmetic (see these policy essays on NU PoliticsGovernance), I
extend the conversation here with my take on the direct versus par-
liamentary debate — and what it reveals about Nepal’s recurring
struggle between system design, recurring collapse, and institutional
strength.

The discussion was inspired in part by the two insightful inter-
views conducted by Setopati’s senior editor Ameek Dhakal with Dr.
Swarnim Wagle and Dr. Baburam Bhattarai, whose exchange has
brought much-needed intellectual rigor to the public discourse. My
conclusion based on several empirical studies is clear but measured:
it is not the system that safeguards democracy, but the strength and
independence of its institutions.
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Prologue:

As Nepal reopens the debate on the form of government, the real
question is not who leads, but how firmly our institutions stand.

It was refreshing to see a lively debate around constitutional
reform and the expectations many of us — including this writer —
have long been talking and writing about: how to design and guide
Nepal’s democracy along the middle corridor of liberal democracy.
While some of us were engaged in that reflection, the legacy political
machine was busy tightening its extraction—control nexus, feeding
an elite overproduction that ultimately hollowed out accountability.

All that came crashing down just a month ago when the student
youths — Gen Z — took to the streets, risking their lives. Their
movement has now sparked a broader conversation about the fault
lines in our governance system, including the question of whether
Nepal should directly elect its chief executive.

A Welcome Debate

This renewed debate over Nepal’s system of governance — for
example, the idea of a directly elected executive — now echoed by
Gen Z activists and several political parties including the Maoists,
RSP, and RPP, deserves an informed and nuanced discussion. In that
regard, the two interviews conducted by Setopati’s senior editor
Ameek Dhakal with Dr. Swarnim Wagle and Dr. Baburam Bhattarai
mark an important contribution to this ongoing conversation.

I appreciate Ameekji’s initiative to derive empirical patterns from
the Freedom House, Transparency International, and World Bank
data. The challenge, however, lies in how one frames and interprets
such data. For instance, by simply observing that among the top 50
least-corrupt democracies about 60 percent are parliamentary and 20
percent presidential, one risks drawing conclusions that are more
correlational than causal. The real question is what happens when
we examine the bottom 50, or when we analyze Western democracies
and developing countries separately — each shaped by distinct his-
tories, institutional capacities, and socio-economic contexts. These
are precisely the methodological pitfalls that often accompany broad
cross-country comparisons.

After examining a range of comparative studies — some of which
are cited below — I have come to believe that it is the strength and
independence of institutions, rather than the constitutional label at-
tached to the system, that ultimately determines democratic quality
and governance outcomes.

Even scholars — armed with multi-year datasets and increas-
ingly sophisticated econometric tools — struggle to reach definitive
conclusions about the independent effect of the governing system.
Academic studies frequently challenge one another, refining models
and producing results that differ as assumptions evolve. In that sense,
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I say this as an academician with humility: the search for causal
clarity is far from settled. Some researchers even argue that system
type — parliamentary or presidential — acts more as a mediating
framework, while the strength and independence of institutions re-
main the truly defining variables.

It is worth noting why such correlation-type studies (including
the one articulated by Ameek Dhakal) can be sensitive to what is —
or isn’t — taken into account beyond the two correlated variables.
For instance, the Nobel laureate Daron Acemoglu and his colleagues
(2008) found that the familiar link between democracy and income
disappears once institutional factors are controlled for. Later work
by Cervellati et al. (2014) even showed that the direction of this
relationship reverses depending on whether the countries were
former colonies or not. (See Appendix C.) The implication is clear:
both institutional quality and historical context fundamentally shape
outcomes. This cautions us against simplistic cross-country com-
parisons and reinforces why institutional history cannot be sepa-
rated from the evolution of democracy and development.

The broader point, therefore, is not to dismiss such efforts but
to approach them with sound analysis, caution, and humility —
recognizing that correlation alone rarely tells the whole story. Still,
the intuitive message these analyses convey is important for public
understanding, and Ameek Dhakal-ji and the two intellectuals (Dr.
Bhattarai and Dr. Wagle) deserve genuine credit for initiating a con-
versation that bridges the gap between academic discourse and
public debate.

The Broader Debate and Its Institutional Lessons

Both Dr. Wagle and Dr. Bhattarai, in their own ways, alluded to
these very concerns, noting that governance outcomes often de-
pend on the legacy of colonial or institutional histories, the timing
of constitutional adoption, as well as income and education thresh-
olds. Both emphasized political stability as the key precondition for
growth and reform. In response, Ameek cited the experiences of
several Latin American presidential systems that veered into coups,
violence, and power struggles between presidents and legislatures.
All three, however, recognized that these patterns are gradually
changing — as societies mature and citizens begin to develop the
patience needed to let liberal democracy take root.

They also touched upon the size and cost of the federal appara-
tus, which Ameek argued was not particularly burdensome when
viewed in aggregate — roughly 100,000 government employees (ex-
cluding the army and security forces) and about one percent of the
national budget. Citing the problem of elite overproduction, Dr.
Wagle, however, noted that while the share may appear small, the
bloated and inefficient structure undermines service delivery and
fiscal discipline. On one point there was clear consensus: the feder-
ated and devolved structure must be preserved — not only for
reasons of administrative functionality but also for national unity
and minority inclusion.

I could not agree more. I had been among the earliest propo-
nents of the federal system with a mixed model as far back as the late
1990s. I firmly believe that creating mechanisms to give voice and
representation to ethnic and political minorities is essential for a
multi-ethnic country like Nepal. My earlier writings in a book chap-
ter form is given in the Appendix E.

That said, any attempt to excessively social-engineer access
and participation along ethnic, caste, or gender lines risks becoming
counterproductive in the long run. The challenge lies in balancing
inclusion with merit and functionality — ensuring that diversity
strengthens, rather than fragments, the democratic fabric.

I was also encouraged to hear their collective skepticism toward
the proposal for a fully proportional lower house — a system whose
distortions and potential for abuse are already evident. What was
missing, however, and somewhat disappointing, was a discussion
on the upper house, which remains entirely proportional and has

Rt. Honorable Chief Justice

to unveil

et Travails of Nepal’s Water Resources:
Pani A Century of Misadventure & Mal-Development
Satsan g Author: Ratna Sansar Shrestha,rca

This book offers a critical examination of Nepal's bilateral water resource
agreements—beginning with the British Indian government and later the Republic
of India—as well as accords with Indian companies. Drawing on financial
engincering, managerial economics, and international legal perspectives, it
evaluates the economic costs and benefits to Nepal, including both positive and

negative externalities.

It delves into landmark treaties such as Sharda, Koshi, Gandaki, and Mahakali;
agreements with Indian companies for export-oriented projects like Arun-3, Upper
Karnali, and West Seti; and transboundary projects in the pipeline like the Sapta
Koshi High Dam, Karnali Chisapani, and Budhi Gandaki. The book also scrutinizes
luding the MCC’s electricity B

Nepal's tr
transmission project.

system plan, i
Venue: Siddhi Charan Meeting Hall
Pragya Library Building (second floor), Time: 12:30 PM
Nepal Academy,

Kamaladi, Kathmandu,

Date: November 9, 2025 (Kartik 23, 2082)

Contact:9847576084, nepasafa(@ gmail.com

Tlse book will be avatlable ata
special discount at the venue

TRAVAILS OF NEPAL'S
ER RESOURCES

A Century of Misadventure & Mal-Development

increasingly become a parking space for party loyalists, election los-
ers, and retirees. As I have argued elsewhere, making the National
Assembly directly elected — while retaining a limited number of con-
stitutionally reserved seats to ensure inclusion — would help free it
from this partisan arithmetic and restore its intended constitutional
dignity. In the same spirit, I have also argued for a broadly elected
ceremonial president — even through a direct vote — to free the
office from the grip of party bhagbanda (allocation politics). They
also discussed a way to broaden the selection process for the presi-
dency, although not directly. My argument for a directly elected cer-
emonial president, or a broader citizen mandate, is as follows.

The recent silence of the President during the Gen Z uprising was
a sobering reminder of this institutional captivity. Those days of
national anguish called for a voice of solace — or at the very least,
for the head of state to summon the government and express concern
for the fallen youths. That moment never came. To me, this silence
reflected not personal indifference but institutional dependency — a
presidency beholden to the ruling coalition rather than to the public.
A president elected independently of party bargaining tables would
have felt accountable to the people, not to party bosses, and likely
acted differently during such a crisis. That said, his decision to stand
firm and not resign during the political standoff in September during
the crisis was commendable, reflecting a degree of constitutional
resolve that deserves recognition.

‘Why Gradual Evolution Matters

For a nascent democracy like Nepal, which has already witnessed
three collapses and as many constitutions in just three decades, yet
another experiment with the executive form would be unwise. Mature
democracies do not reinvent their systems every generation; they
refine their institutions through incremental, evolutionary change.
One only needs to look at the United States and the United Kingdom,
whose centuries-old constitutional traditions have endured not be-
cause they were flawless, but because they evolved through adapta-
tion and institutional strengthening rather than wholesale replace-
ment.

Studies by Persson and Tabellini (2003) show that long-run im-
provements in fiscal discipline and policy stability emerge not from
constitutional redesigns but from the gradual strengthening of checks
and balances. Blume et al. (2009), in their extended replication of that
work, find that once countries expand their institutional coverage
and improve data quality, the apparent performance gap between
presidential and parliamentary systems largely disappears — imply-
ing that institutional maturity, not system type, drives outcomes.
Similarly, McManus and Ozkan (2018) observe that newer democra-
cies with weaker institutions display the largest performance gaps,
whereas older democracies converge toward stability through sus-
tained institutional refinement rather than systemic replacement.

Why Institutions Matter More Than the System Type

The lesson is clear: it is not the system type but the quality and
independence of institutions that sustains accountability and stabil-
ity. Strengthening the judiciary, the election commission, and anti-
corruption bodies should therefore remain the priority for Nepal (see
some specific proposals below).

Many comparative studies reinforce this point. Acemoglu and
Robinson (2012) show that nations prosper when institutions are
inclusive and independent rather than extractive. North, Wallis, and
Weingast (2009) demonstrate that political and economic stability
depend on impersonal, rule-based institutions rather than formal sys-
tem design. Hayo and Voigt (2010) find that constitutional changes
yield better results only when credible enforcement mechanisms and
institutional constraints are in place. Likewise, Treisman (2007) con-
cludes that long-term corruption control correlates more strongly
with judicial independence and bureaucratic professionalism than
with whether a country is presidential or parliamentary. Citing this
article Gouvea, Li, and Vora (See Appendix D) also come to a similar
conclusion: “However, the relationship between actual incidence of
corruption and economic development is highly sensitive to
covariates in governance, culture, and social development, consis-
tent with interdependence among these factors. The factor that con-
sistently explains perceived and actual corruption is a country’s gov-
ernance systems, measured by institutions or press freedom.” That
is, isolating just one factor — governance system — does not paint
a complete picture.

The Reform Priorities Ahead

If the real test of democracy lies in its institutions, then Nepal’s
next reform phase must focus less on re-engineering the system and
more on deepening institutional integrity and civic oversight. Three
reforms stand out as both feasible and transformative:

1. Public Funding of Elections — Uncontrolled private financing
has become the root of patronage and corruption. Public funding —
tied to transparency and performance — can level the playing field,
reduce the capture of candidates by moneyed interests, and make
politics more attractive to competent professionals who genuinely
wish to serve the nation.

2. Enforcing Internal Party Democracy — Equally important is
internal party democracy, another area the three interlocutors ac-
knowledged as fundamental. Article 269(4) of Nepal’s Constitution
already mandates that every political party must hold regular elec-
tions, operate under democratic rules, and ensure inclusive repre-
sentation.

3. Creating an Independent Election Watchdog — When the
guardians themselves are captured, accountability must move out-
side the party—state nexus. The proposal for an Independent Citizen
Democracy Tribunal (ICDT) offers such a mechanism.
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lic. Boharal955@gmail.comfrom strong institutional checks and bal-
ances rather than constitutional form alone.
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