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Tale of Brahmaputra Basin in Bangladesh

The Himalayan region is characterized by numerous river basins that do
not coincide with national boundaries. Many of these basins are shared
among countries like China, Bhutan, Nepal, India, and Bangladesh or
among more than 625 million people who are dependent on these
basins’ hydrological resources. As predicted, sharing a singular water
resource among a significant number of users causes transboundary
water related issues. These issues are often assumed to be a potential
source of conflict that can worsen social, political, cultural, religious and
economic stress and cause disagreement concerning the distribution,
usage and scientific management of water resources. Since there are
two sides to every story, in spite of being a reason for conflicts,
transboundary water management and governance mechanisms can be
an opportunity for cooperation among different nations as well. But to
achieve that, these mechanisms have to be unbiased, ecological, and
cooperative in nature; which is rare in the case of Brahmaputra basin
covering China, Bhutan, India and Bangladesh.
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Figure 1: Geographical map of Brahmaputra Basin



Surface water is carried into Bangladesh by 56 out of 57 transboundary
rivers. Among these 56 rivers, only three come from Myanmar and the
rest from India. The silt carried by these rivers and their tributaries and
distributaries from time immemorial has formed the deltaic land of
Bangladesh. Transboundary Rivers contribute more than 90% of river
water in Bangladesh. The Brahmaputra is one of these transboundary
rivers being around the 60% contributor. It travels about 800 km to
reach the Bangladesh-India border from the point of confluence of
Siang, Dibang and Lohit Rivers in Arunachal Pradesh of India. Its total
length is 2,990 km to the sea. The river has a basin area of 580,000 sq.
km, highest annual flow of 100,000 m3/s, and annual average flow of
19,800 m3/s.

Across South Asia, communities in the Brahmaputra River basin face
extreme climate variability in the hydrological cycle. In Bangladesh,
people of Brahmaputra Basin are mostly farmers and fishermen.
Hydropower projects, diversion of water through large irrigation canal
networks, and building embankments, as well as unprecedented
weather patterns — across the 580,000 sq. km basin, have begun to
increasingly exacerbate the impacts braved by these communities.

It is evident that current water projects adopted by upstream countries
such as big dams, diversion projects and hydro projects have not met
their stated objectives but have instead created serious, long-term and
widespread negative ecological and livelihood impacts on Bangladesh,
the lower riparian country. It increases sedimentation in the rivers that
changes its structure on top of the reality of poor river management in
the country. Thus, rivers and canals run out of capacity to carry
sufficient water during monsoon as an obvious consequence.
Communities face extreme climate variability in the hydrological cycle.
This affects their lives and livelihood, impacting access to safe drinking
water, fishing, and irrigation for cultivation. They are left on their own
to endure cycles of floods and droughts, intermittent rainfalls, increased
sea levels and risk of salinity intrusion due to the reduction of
freshwater flow. The Brahmaputra basin has also been experiencing
consecutive erratic monsoons. In the downstream areas, an irregular



and erratic monsoon has not only adversely influenced agriculture, but
also threatened the very existence of the villages & people.

However, there is limited knowledge exchange and dialogue between
stakeholders of the riparian states (China, Bhutan, India, and
Bangladesh) or among 625 million people, who depend on the basin’s
water. To make matters worse, gender inequality remains widespread
in the region; although women are intimately involved in and affected
by changes in river hydrology, their experiences & knowledge are rarely
included in the design of its governance.

Blue Planet Initiative (BPI) along with Bangladesh Poribesh Andolon
(BAPA) and Solidarity being aided by other partners across four riparian
countries under the coordination of International Rivers have identified
an increasing need to develop new platforms and create new
opportunities for sharing best practices in a way that is inclusive of local
communities, CSOs and academic experts. In doing so, BPI’s objective
was to contribute improvements in the way the Brahmaputra is
managed and developed by the respective governments of the riparian
nations. BPI’s work was anticipated to be impactful beyond the river
basin, as replicable solutions for the Brahmaputra basin and could be
adapted elsewhere, such as in the Ganga basin, where Nepal and India
share transboundary rivers. To develop these solutions, BPI, firstly,
facilitated community collaboration through a solution audit and hosted
community forums to gather grassroots knowledge and shared best
practices. BPI’s program was aimed at building equitable knowledge
where women’s involvement was central at all steps in public
participation and decision-making, though the social structure in
Bangladesh is not much encouraging for women to come forward in
general. However, the situation is changing fast and women
empowerment are getting notably encouraged and developed in recent
years. Another significant purpose of this joint initiative was to reflect
the reality across the Brahmaputra basin in terms of climate change,
changes in the characteristics of the rivers, vulnerability of the riverbank
life and livelihoods, community perspective on these changes and
recommendations from multiple local, national and regional



stakeholders regarding Brahmaputra Basin in Bangladesh. It had to be
ensured that the worst affected people could get a platform where they
could raise their concerns comprehensively.

The story began when consultative meetings were conducted with a
number of social organizers, local authority, community representatives
and stakeholders to gather and share knowledge. These meetings were
organized in collaboration with Riverine People, Voice of the Old
Brahmaputra, Jamuna Somaj Kallyan Songstha (JSKS), Muktojibon and
many other local organizations. Spontaneous coordination was
established with the targeted communities and CSOs. Based on the
shared knowledge between CSOs and communities, a total of 11 villages
were put into focus, which were identified to cover Teesta,
Brahmaputra, Jamuna and Old Brahmaputra lying in the Brahmaputra
Basin in Bangladesh. Approximately 30,000 people, around half of them
being women, attended the 18 community meetings which were held in
these 11 villages. The first meeting was comparatively small in scale
with key representatives of the communities. The aim of this meeting
was to better understand the issues on ground and bring prepare an
action-plan to organize larger discussion on the issues. The second
meeting had a broader scale incorporating national policymakers, local
government authorities and stakeholders. Information and primary data
were collected through questionnaires focusing on specific parameters
based on climate impacts, adaptation and resilience among the people
of the basin. Impacts of climate change to the most vulnerable
population were identified with a potential adaptation strategy, ready
to be implemented. The identified meeting places were Puraton
Brahmaputra Para in Jamalpur, Char Gobindhapur Vvillage in
Mymensingh, Bamunhata village in Tangail, Akbakshoha village in
Pabna, Bhatpiyari village in Sirajganj, Sariyakandi village in Bogra,
Thakurdanga village in Gaibandha, Jorgach village in Kurigram,
Dauwabari village in Lalmonirhat, Jaldhaka village in Nilphamari and
Rangpur.



Figure 2: In the middle of one of the village meetings in Bogra

The key points and specific concerns which these meetings tried to
address were: What problems are perceived due to climate change?
What are the natural threats? How they (vulnerable community) can go
for addressing these natural threats? What mitigation measures or
strategies they could adopt? There was much vulnerability identified
from these community meetings like obstacles in downstream areas,
flood, river erosion, drought, crop pattern alteration etc.

Although Bangladesh’s contribution towards climate change is minimal,
the country is particularly vulnerable to its effects; including reduced
agricultural production, worsening food security, sea level rise,
increment of flooding and drought, spreading disease and an increased
risk of conflict over scarce land and water resources. Climate change has
become a major threat to sustainable growth and development in
Bangladesh. Bangladesh is mostly a flat and fertile land, especially the
Brahmaputra basin. In order to assess the climate change related
vulnerabilities of the communities; an attempt was made to get
community perception on climate change and its impacts. Present
condition on rainfall pattern, cropping pattern and input-output ratio,
flood pattern and flood water level migration pattern due to flood were
discussed at the community meetings. During the meetings with the



community people, issues such as river erosion, flood, storm surge,
drought, river siltation, heavy rainfall, cold wave were addressed -
which have been tremendously hindering their livelihood for the last
few years.

For years Bangladesh has been facing serious and major obstacles in
terms of water supply. The upstream dams and barrages have seriously
affected the availability of water downstream as well as resulted in
severe fresh water scarcity in Bangladesh, causing environmental
degradation. A number of Dams and Barrages are there on the
Brahmaputra and Teesta rivers in Bhutan, China and India which are
either under operation or in the pipeline, such as Doyang Hep Dam,
Karbi Langpi Dam, Khandong Dam, Kyrdemkulai Dam, Nongkhyllem
Dam, Ranganadi Dam, Rangit Il Dam, Rangpo Dam, Rongli Dam,
Subansiri Lower Dam, Teesta V Dam, Teesta |ll Dam, Teesta Il Lower
Dam, Teesta IV Dam, Teesta IV Lower Dam, Umiam Dam, Umrong Dam,
Umtru Dam, Zangmu Dam etc. Due to the Gajoldoba and Teesta
barrages, there is hardly any availability of water throughout the
downstream of these barrages for the survival of the river itself. Lack of
water during lean period exacerbates the sedimentation. It is evident
that current water projects adopted by upstream countries (Bhutan,
China and India) such as big dams, diversions and hydro projects have
not met their stated objectives but have instead created serious long-
term and widespread negative ecological and social impacts in
Bangladesh. The dams and barrages were designed to control floods.
But on the contrary, those dams were responsible for creating floods by
releasing excess water at the peak of the monsoon. The demand turns
between March and April, when the water flow from Teesta often goes
below 1,000 cusecs, from 5,000 cusecs. As a result, many free-flowing
rivers of Bangladesh have now become a series of stagnant water
bodies. Small rivers and water channels have lost their connectivity that
has enhanced the death of the water bodies dependent on the
Brahmaputra, Teesta and Jamuna. The connection among rivers,
wetlands and floodplains has also been jeopardized because of
dysfunctional sluice gates or regulators.



Flood has always been considered as one of the major problems for the
communities living in Brahmaputra and Teesta basins. According to the
community people, river erosion and floods usually starts from the
Bengali month of Ashar (June-July) and continues up to Bhadro (August-
September). Community people mentioned that the impact of land loss
involved primarily loss of homestead land, housing structures, crops,
cattle, trees and household utensils. Admittedly, homesteads-loss
instigated by the river erosion forced people to move to new places
without any options and put them in vulnerable situations. Dams,
barrages, embankments, sluice gates and encroachments on the river
course have tremendously destroyed the natural structure of Old
Brahmaputra, both in Mymensingh and Jamalpur District. In the past
few years, floods have greatly impacted community life. In 2016, floods
inundated crop fields and dwelling areas, washed away standing crops,
houses and household, livestock and displaced the affected people.
More than 120 families in Char Gobindhapur, Mymensingh were
affected severely according to the community reports. On the other
hand, Old Brahmaputra becomes almost a dead river during lean period
due to the siltation at the mouth of the river where the water level in
Jamuna goes below to the riverbed of Old Brahmaputra. This enhances
the flooding and riverbank erosion as the river has lost the capacity to
carry sufficient monsoon flow.

Hundreds of people of the Jamuna basin area under Sariyakandi upazila
of Bogra have also been confined by flood water. Villagers mentioned
that the rapid rise of water level every year as a result of on-rush of
water from the upstream hilly areas of Bangladesh-India border
inundated fresh areas and damaged standing crops. Riverbank people
have shifted their houses to safer locations like the flood control
embankment and buildings of educational institutions. Many victims
have taken shelter on the 10 km-long flood control embankment from
Mothurapur area to Doripara area under Kamalpur union last year.
Every year flood hits villages at Sariyakandi and Dhunat upazilas. One of
the flood-victims said that in 2016 five to seven meters of the
embankment had suddenly collapsed on the very day of flood, around
midnight, and then within a few minutes a vast stretch of the
embankment had disintegrated.



Figure 3: An elderly flood victim in one of our meetings in Kurigram

Floods occur as a common disaster for the community of Kurigram due
to the increase of water levels of all the rivers including Brahmaputra,
Teesta, Dharala and Dudhkumar. The rise in water level during the flood
of 2014 left at least 15 villages submerged and eight educational
institutions were closed. According to the community, till now a total of
117 educational institutions were shut down because of the flood.
Chilmari Port itself is struggling with its existence. Many speakers in the
meeting expressed their assumption that the port and the meeting
place, both shall disappear soon. The community people living along the
bank of the Brahmaputra and Teesta River are often the victims of
losing their cropland and homesteads as erosion has had serious
impacts on in their lives for the last 15 years. Huge erosion during
monsoon is taking villages away every year.

Every year around 60,000 people suffer in Lalmonirhat and Nilphamari
as these two districts are annually hit by sudden flood caused by heavy
downpour and the onrush of water from upstream. The Teesta was
swelling fast as India always opens all the gates of Gajoldoba Barrage in
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upstream to release the "excess" water due to heavy rain there during
the monsoon, adding that all the 44 gates of the Teesta Barrage were
kept open due to water pressure from its upstream in India. The
erosion of the Teesta, Dharla, Dudhkumar and Jamuna has made
hundreds of families homeless in Lalmonirhat, Kurigram, Gaibandha and
Sirajganj last year. With the rise of the Teesta water, water in other
major rivers of the district during rainy season inundates jute, vegetable
fields and Amon seedbeds on a large scale. Most devastating and severe
flood occurred in Nilphamari, Lalmonirhat, Kurigram and Gaibandha in
1987, 1995, 1998, 1999, 2005 and 2007. According to the community
the recent flood in 2015 impacted a total of 25 low-lying villages in
Dimla and Jaldhaka.

In contrast, there is hardly any availability of water flows through the
Teesta during winter. Hundreds of hectares of land remain uncultivated.
Depletion of ground water level and desertification in entire north
Bengal becomes significant during that time.

Riverbank erosion has caused setbacks in the rural agriculture of
Bangladesh. It is known that erosion and deposition of sand are a
synchronized process. Therefore, erosion happens at one place and
deposition or char formation occurs at another place. At the village
meeting of Pabna, the discussion centered on the recent adverse
changes in climate that led to impacts like large swathes of land slowly
turning barren, people being forced into repeated migration with no
water to cultivate the crops, which is the mainstay of their existence. A
disaster such as river erosion and flash flood often unfolds in the North-
western part of Bangladesh. Rainfall could have been another natural
supply chain for the underground water, but this predominantly dry
part of the country has never had much of a rainy season. During
monsoon, the river severely erodes and gobbles up vast stretches of
arable land and hundreds of homesteads. Brief discussions were held on
how the upstream factors like Hydropower dams and irrigation barrages
affect the river flow and aquatic biodiversity. Community perception
and knowledge about climate change and how they are dealing with
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environmental hostilities including high-level flood, changes in
navigability, erosion and drought were also discussed.

On a broader note, the meeting in Pabna also aimed at recognizing the
involvement and leadership of women who are crucial to achieve social
changes and help progress toward an equitable and sustainable
structure for transboundary water governance. Discussions were held
on how the active participation of women in all proposed activities will
serve to equip communities to deal with extreme natural calamities.
Adaptation measures were also discussed throughout the session in
Pabna. The meeting was held in village Akbakshoha that is part of a 15-
40 km stretch of river-island in Bera upazila of Pabna district, where
more than 50,000 people have been living for more than four decades.
In addition to the impact of upper riparian activities led to the formation
of this big island and human habitat indicate the obvious influence of
anthropogenic global climate change.

River erosion affected the crop income of vulnerable groups. The
affected people lost their assets and were forced to draw on savings and
often fell into further debt. According to the report by the Local Disaster
Management head office in Sirajganj, about 622.2 ha of total land area
were eroded every year during the period from 1973 to 2009. While in
2011, the erosion was found to be of 203.36 ha and this was an
indication of increased erosion rate. The Jamuna is a braided river that
is highly susceptible to erosion. Construction of the Bangabandhu
Bridge (Jamuna Multi-purpose Bridge) and bank protection structures at
Bogra, Sirajganj and Pabna have further influenced the structure of the
water bodies. These types of structures are obstructing the natural flow
that reduces the freedom of the river and changes the structure of the
watercourse. The excessive water flow erodes the riverbanks and
causes flooding to the adjacent villages that are affecting thousands of
people and their livelihoods.

One of the victims of river erosion living in Bhatpiyari of Sirajganj, Md.
Karim Ali said that he had to cut down his young wheat plants from his
land due to the untimely flood and erosion recently. Belal Rahman, also
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a resident of Bhatpiyari village, said he took shelter in Mollikpara of
Juktigaccha char as the mighty river had devoured all his belongings
three or four years back. He had been affected by river erosion for the
seventh time in his life.

In 2015, 50 families lost their homesteads due to the erosion by the
river in Thakurdanga union under of Sundarganj upazila of Gaibandha.
About one kilometer of the river embankment at Garuhar village has
already been eroded while the rest part of the dyke threatened by
erosion. According to a victim of erosion Shoroshi Rani, 60, from
Jorgachh village, she had to move her house three times because of the
recurring riverbank erosion, and she would not have anywhere else to
go if Teesta washes away the embankment again. Pramukh Chakrabarti,
55, complained that erosion devoured his houses three times this year,
which forced him to take shelter in another man’s land.

Figure 4: People of Thakurdanga are losing their homestead due to severe river erosion

On the other hand, there is always a huge crisis of water for irrigation in
the lean period. Due to the sedimentation, the mouth of Brahmaputra,
Old Brahmaputra, Teesta and Jamuna is almost blocked. With an almost
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zero flow during winter the navigational transportation through those
waterways is completely jeopardized which impacts the commodity
price and national economy. Due to drought, huge damage in the crop
field has been occurring every year in this region. Besides, the canals
and ponds linked to the Brahmaputra, Old Brahmaputra, Teesta and
Jamuna River are almost dried up and now at the point of extinction due
to insufficient water flow and encroachment. Even deep tube wells
cannot access water and the river is getting drier. Community people
said that they collect water from tube wells but the tube wells were
drying up as the groundwater has lowered with no portable water. The
river has also receded, dried up and altered its course.

It has been reported by many international researchers that Bangladesh
is more vulnerable to climatic variability due to various hydro-geological
and socio-economic factors. These factors include flat deltaic
topography with low elevation, extreme climatic variability governed by
monsoons, high population density with huge number of population
below poverty and dependency on crop agriculture which is highly
susceptible to climatic variability and change. Due to the natural
climatic conditions in north and northwestern Bangladesh, small-holder
farming systems are always exposed to the risk of recurrent droughts.
Critical reductions in crop yields occur regularly due to inadequate
rainfall and flash floods. In recent years, increasing climate variability
has caused even more serious and frequent drought spells and floods,
which influenced agricultural systems in all stages of growth and
consequently the crop vyields. The livelihoods of two thirds of the
population depending on agriculture and allied sectors are increasingly
endangered. Farmers traditionally practice different kinds of cropping
patterns in the north-western areas based on rainfall pattern, soil
characteristics and community preference. BPI and BAPA’s meeting with
the community showed the evidence that farmers had developed
various adaptive measures to combat climatic variability in affected
villages. Such adaptive measures include cropping pattern, cultivation of
drought tolerant rice varieties, rainwater harvesting, growing of
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vegetables and fruits etc. Riverbank erosion has resulted in change of
cropping pattern of communities in char lands.

The above circumstances of climatic condition indicates that the
communities are highly susceptible to increased flooding, both in terms
of extent and frequency; increased moisture stress during dry periods
leading to increased drought susceptibility in terms of both intensity
and frequency; erratic and untimely rainfall. As a consequence, basin
communities are facing socio-economic stress, food insecurity, safe
drinking water scarcity and unhygienic health condition. Affected
people struggle to regain control of their livelihoods. The poorest, with
very few assets, are worst affected, each shock driving them further into
poverty. People resort to desperate strategies in order to adapt, selling
their limited assets including cows, goats, chickens, tools, utensils,
ornaments and even their clothing, educational materials of children
and food reserves. Houses are damaged and crops and agricultural land
are often swept away. People are unable to engage in economic
activities, mobility is restricted confining people to their immediate
locality. The poor are exploited by money lenders providing loans at
exorbitant rates of interest. Cattle which have been reared for sale
decline in value, often by as much as 40% due to supply outstripping
demand. People commonly have to move from their homes and take
refuge on the embankments, on hillocks and in school buildings.

According to the community, women and children are usually the most
helpless and disadvantaged during flood period. Flood related deaths
are often caused by drowning and snake bites, which tend to occur in
increasing numbers for children, following by adult women. Destitute
women, without any employment, and compelled to migrate
elsewhere, face the most acute conditions of physical and social
insecurity. In deeply flooded areas young girls are reportedly scrounging
for edible reeds and roots, while women of all ages travel long distances
by boat or raft to fetch drinking water. Sanitation becomes worse
especially in case of pregnant women. In absence of freshwater,
adolescent girls cannot maintain hygienic reproductive health care and
often report perinea rashes and urinary tract infections. Children and
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women are more susceptive to water borne diseases like cholera and
diarrhea. Age group above 60 are mostly affected by heat strokes due to
extreme temperature rise in the summer season. Moving on the
embankments or roadside high lands often put the adult and young
women in constant dangers of sexual harassment and assault. Women
headed household in flood affected areas are increasing in numbers as
the male counter parts leave the flooded area to a higher land for
employment opportunities.

W
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Figure 5: Women participation was significant in the village meetings

The project reveals that people between 20-35 years of age migrate to
different districts of Bangladesh such as; Bogra, Sirajganj, Dhaka, Tangail
from Rangpur Division. Those who are more than 35 years of age, try to
maintain their livelihood by migrating to their own district level living
through different occupation like rickshaw or van puller, day laborer etc.
They return home for 3 to 15 days. It was also observed that people
who are more than 50 years, tried to stay in their household, as they are
less capable to carry out heavy duties. Women who take shelter in
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urban areas mostly works in textile garment sectors and in poor living
conditions.

The community demands emergency relief and medical aid during the
flood period. They appeal to the local government authority to
immediately repair the flood control embankments and roads. Clean
water supply is often the major requirement of affected communities,
followed by food supply, access to medical services, shelter, clothing
and essential commodities. During widespread or complex emergencies,
humanitarian aid is often not readily available. The linkages between
communities and local service providers and external humanitarian
agencies in advance of the onset of disasters can influence the speed at
which emergency aid is delivered thereby reducing suffering. Raising the
plinths of houses above previously recorded flood levels has to be
promoted, low cost cluster housing has to be developed, and flood-
proof sanitation and elevated hand pumps for safe drinking water have
to be installed. Floating seed beds and vegetable gardens enable crops
to be grown during periods of inundation. On the other hand, the
community claimed that no positive mitigation measures have been
taken by either the local government authority to address the threats or
by the national policymakers to ensure the natural flow to the
Brahmaputra River basin.

Figure 6: The community mass gathered to voice their concerns in every village meetings
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At present, some NGOs are assisting the char land people in raising their
homestead to be safe from high flood. However, no commitment has
been made from the local government authority to prevent flood and
erosion. Our study team talked about the awareness program for char
livelihood, about flood and river erosion, sustainable embankment
construction and its maintenance. The char people stated that the
government and other non-governmental organization should
undertake immediate relief programs during the period of flood and
erosion to avoid hardships. The Government should take initiatives to
provide alternative employment opportunities for the affected people.
Local institution or local government should collaborate for trainings on
disaster preparedness.

Before these village meetings, there was a gap in decision making as
policy makers and project implementation authorities had not met with
communities. The meetings brought the various stakeholders together
which resulted in resolving issues towards better implementation.
Honorable Chairman of National River Conservation Commission (NRCC)
and Executives of Water Development Board were present in Bhatpiyari
village meeting. They assured effective participation of the villagers in
the upcoming projects.

With the sole objective to build capacity of communities living in
Brahmaputra Basin, a two day workshop on Environment Impact
Assessment (EIA) was held at Hotel Naz Garden, Bogra city, Bangladesh
from February 17" to 18", 2017. The workshop, organized by BPI, BAPA
and Solidarity, had participation from communities, organizers, civil
society groups, environmental activists and important government
officials. The workshop emphasized on the provision of information
related to Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) to incorporate public
engagements with the process itself. Additionally, the workshop
instructed the participants that EIA could be an essential component of
a project planning tool used for environmental protection and to
achieve sustainable development both in the social and economic
aspects of Bangladesh. The workshop also focused educating the
participants about the Right to Information Act in Bangladesh.
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Additionally, BPlI and BAPA actively participated in four regional
meetings facilitated by International Rivers conducted in Guwahati,
Dhaka, Shiliguri and Kathmandu in the months of January, April, June
and September. These meetings had a common expected output which
entailed providing a platform for important stakeholders to meet and
share ideas in order to develop a vision and pathway forward which is
beyond the territorial boundaries of the nations, updating participants
and others about the recent scientific, political, legal and other related
developments which have impact on the Brahmaputra Basin and
exchanging information across borders in order to understand the
developments in the Brahmaputra Basin in a holistic manner.

The theme of the first regional meeting was to identify pathways to
protect and conserve freshwater biodiversity and riverine spiritual and
cultural heritage of Brahmaputra. It was held at Hotel Brahmaputra
Ashok, Guwahati, India from 26" to 28" of January, 2017. This two-and-
half day meeting brought together academia and NGOs / CSOs from
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal and India to share information, knowledge,
concerns and ideas. The specific threats which were discussed were
threats to freshwater biodiversity, and threats to cultural and spiritual
heritage of the Brahmaputra Basin. The workshop participants also
visited some areas of Brahmaputra River in Assam to get an impression
about the practical situation in the basin at the upstream.

Another regional meeting on the Brahmaputra River Basin was jointly
organized from April 25" to 27", 2017 in Dhaka, Bangladesh.
International Rivers along with Bangladesh Poribesh Andolan (BAPA)
and Blue Planet Initiative (BPI) organized this dialogue with the intent of
identifying pathways on better Transboundary River Basin management
and planning for the Brahmaputra Basin. Over the course of two and a
half days, 46 participants from 4 Riparian countries of the Brahmaputra
Basin — Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and India — were engaged in
meaningful and challenging dialogue on the Transboundary Issues and
solutions of the Brahmaputra Basin Planning and Management. The
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Dialogue was designed so that each country could speak about water
governance policies, laws and practices, any river basin planning work
and its related challenges already undertaken, followed by a civil society
perspective on the government practices. The first two days had half
day slots per country and the final half day was a group brainstorm
session on identifying the pathways on how civil society can further
influence better transboundary river basin planning for the basin. The
participants spent half a day engaged in small group discussions to
identify pathways to strengthen River Basin Planning work in the region.

Figure 7: 2nd Regional Meeting in Dhaka (IDENTIFYING PATHWAYS ON BETTER
TRANSBOUNDARY BASIN MANAGEMENT AND PLANNING OF BRAHMAPUTRA BASIN

A community exchange program from Bangladesh to India had two days
of field visits and a one-day regional meeting on 2™ of June 2017 in
Shiliguri, West Bengal, India. During the field visit to the Gajoldoba
Barrage (located upstream of Jalpaiguri) over Teesta it was noticeable to
the field team was the barrenness of the main river on the left side and
the gently flowing canal at the barrage on the right, full of water to the
brim. There were two channels, one on the right and the other on the
left, which had water in it. With a few threads of water remaining on
the Teesta, two left gates (out of the 45 of the barrage) were gushing
out water but that water did not seem to replenish the Teesta. The river
was dry. For miles the canal full of water continued upstream. On
enquiry, the people living by Gajoldoba explained the water from Teesta
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was being diverted to the Mahananda river through this link canal,
towards North Bengal, Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri to bring 900,000 hectares
of land under cultivation (but unofficially it is barely 60,000). Thus,
community perception was the objectives of the barrage have not been
met and money has been wasted. The Mahananda flows through West
Bengal and Bihar and joins the Ganga.

As the team travelled by the canal, they saw huge volume of water
being diverted and realized this was one of the reasons why Bangladesh
was not getting enough water. Negotiations for Teesta Agreement on
how to share the water have been going on since 1983. A 2011 interim
deal - that was supposed to last 15 years was opposed by West Bengal
Chief Minister, Her Excellency Mamata Banerjee.

The Teesta's floodplain covers 2,750 sq km in Bangladesh. Thus, water
withdrawal from Teesta or any other confluence in Brahmaputra
through projects and schemes like IRLP to divert vast quantities of water
from Brahmaputra to Ganges, will threaten the livelihoods of millions of
people and ecosystem at the downstream in Bangladesh. So, sharing of
water from the common rivers ideally should follow the contemporary
global conventions, protocols and examples like the Convention on the
Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses 1997,
Lower Mekong Commission etc. to seek to manage the entire basin in a
cooperative and equitable manner.

A one-day regional meeting was followed by two days of field visits in
Shiliguri. The Participants from all ends of the Teesta from Bangladesh
to Sikkim were represented there. The participants shared their
experiences of living by the Teesta River and post a brainstorming
session, jointly agreed on a framework for a collective trans-boundary
plan for action. It was decided to form committees of community
members, with adequate representation of women, in both countries.
These committees would take forward the work started by this project
in their respective countries. They would also interact with each other,
share information and experiences, and visit each other if possible.

A final regional workshop held in Kathmandu, Nepal from 19" to 21% of
September 2017 with participation of senior water and river advocates
and activists from Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India and Nepal. They
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thoroughly discussed the issues in the basin and identified pathways for
a better transboundary management of the Brahmaputra Basin. A
comprehensive report from this vigorous exercise is being prepared to
bring this initiative to its next possible steps. There were four major
threats or challenges agreed at the session in Kathmandu. Firstly, lack of
a shared vision which entailed issues of mindsets. Secondly,
anthropogenic activities affecting the Brahmaputra Basin including
dams, barrages, interlinking of river projects. Thirdly, transboundary
challenges in the Brahmaputra Basin. And, lastly climate change and its
effects. These challenges can be tackled as four opportunities for
pathways were ascertained; i) A vision for a living Brahmaputra, ii)
Sustainable, equitable and democratic use of the Brahmaputra Basin, iii)
Achieving transparent and participatory governance through
Transboundary Cooperation in the Brahmaputra Basin and iv)
Understanding Climate Change and building resilience in the
Brahmaputra Basin.

The outcomes of this project have built a new common ground,
providing innovative community-based solutions for policymakers to
consider and have moved towards permanent transboundary river
protection between the riparian countries in Brahmaputra Basin. It also
increased the capacity of CSOs to engage in dialogues. It focused on the
sustainable management of the Brahmaputra Basin and rights of the
people across the region. It is anticipated that the resulting network will
facilitate community collaborations, host public forums, catalyze
innovative solutions, improve conservation governance and help to
build up an informed community of CSOs across the basin. The effective
pilot project has been successful in building community collaboration,
both inter and intra national, in the Brahmaputra basin to expand
resilience among communities living in trans-boundary water
environments. Throughout the project, the organizers have come into
close contact with the basin communities to understand community
perception about the river among the community members, in
particular what they consider to be a friendly riverine environment.
They have been successful in creating community awareness about
climate change and the upstream factors like hydropower dams and
irrigation barrages affecting the river flow as well as the recurrence of
hostile environmental incidents: floods, erosion, and failure of monsoon
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through this project. Development displacement often results in women
bearing a disproportionate share of the cost. So, the involvement and
leadership of women are crucial to achieve social change and help
progress toward an equitable and sustainable structure for
transboundary water governance.

The development of a cooperation mechanism among CSOs, or CSO
platform at transboundary level on water governance issues have to be
initiated. All have to work towards the institutionalization of the
regional CSO platform for the Brahmaputra basin by establishing
working groups at the regional and the national levels. Ecologically and
culturally sustainable activities should also be promoted which benefit
local communities and support the conservation of the riverine
ecosystem, including the development of possible transboundary
collaboration. There is a need to strengthen survey, monitoring and
research on the ecological, socio-economic characteristics of the
Brahmaputra Basin, including the establishment of local and national
monitoring systems based on standards data collection and curating
system, and the principles for data sharing among the Brahmaputra
basin countries (inter and intra countries) with a view to address the
management needs and specific causes of concerns. Joint action
research projects can be initiated involving stakeholders from across the
borders and the development of community based monitoring
mechanism — turning them into transboundary practices.

Additionally, a communication and awareness strategy has to be
developed and implemented linked to national level strategies including
all stakeholders with a special focus on women and youth who are the
worst affected. The communication and awareness strategy will
improve understanding of, and support for, the conservation of the
Brahmaputra basin as well as knowledge sharing and capacity building.

Hence, to protect the rivers from the adverse effects of climate change,
parochial interests and human abuse, all stakeholder nations and
communities have to collaborate together to keep natural flow across
the Brahmaputra Basin. Even though there are challenges, all basin
countries must keep this unique, valuable and vulnerable ecosystem
alive for the sustenance and existence of a vast population living in the
Brahmaputra Basin.
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