ROUND TABLE REPORT

A round table discussion on “Effects of Water Sharing Disputes on Regional Peace and Security: The Case of South Asia” has stressed the need for formulating comprehensive national policy to ensure country’s rights on trans-boundary rivers. The event was jointly organized by South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) and the daily New Nation at the Conference Room of the daily New Nation, Dhaka. Speakers also stressed the need for national consensus and mobilization of the support of the people to realize the just share of water in the common rivers flowing into Bangladesh from India.
Water specialists, university teachers and media journalists participated in the discussion.
The key note speaker Dr. Ashraf, department of International Relations, University of Dhaka, analyzes the nature of international water disputes in his paper. He argues that lessons learnt from the Nile and Danube disputes can be used to resolve the South Asian river disputes. In resolving the water disputes, Bangladesh and its South Asian neighbors have three options: doing nothing; pursuing unilateral actions; and pursuing collaborative actions. His paper contends that the last option offers the best strategy. It requires the use of joint scientific study, bilateral and multilateral negotiations, and appropriate steps to deal with any consequences of environmental disasters caused by rive disputes. 

“We have to have a national policy regarding our rivers. Then it would be easier for us to negotiate on our demand. But unfortunately we do not have such a policy,” Abdul Matin of Bangladesh Paribesh Andolon told the discussion. He also expressed his frustration over the silence of the authorities concerned and the stakeholders about India’s controversial river-linking plan. Former adviser to the caretaker government Barrister Mainul Hosein made the welcome speech at the discussion. He emphasized on enhancing the technical expertise of the negotiators. Ambassador Ashfaqur Rahman said that the mindset of the governments that best use of river water means diverting or blocking the flow is a potential source of disputes on water. He also pointed out that the lack of trust among the governments of the region was also a major impediment to resolving the water related disputes. Former secretary Engineer Akhter Hossain said, the government should be determined to ensure its rights over the common rivers. Dr SI Khan, former environment specialist of the United Nations and vice-chairman of International Farakka Committee expressed his frustration that the successive governments failed to make a fair deal on water sharing with India and Bangladesh is getting even less than the agreed upon amount of Ganges water. India signed Indus basin water treaty with Pakistan keeping the provisions of arbitration guarantee for dispute resolution while in dealing with Bangladesh India avoided such clauses due to weak negotiation capability of our experts. He questioned the patriotism of those advisers who sided with the Indian arguments without pursuing our national interest. He suggested mobilization of public opinion to strengthen the negotiation power. Syeda Rizwana Hasan, Chief Executive of BELA called for Bangladesh to have rapport with other small countries of South Asia to create joint pressure for sustainable management of Himalayan rivers for the benefit of all. Tawhidul Anwar Khan, a former member of the Joint River Commission said that there had been skilled officials to negotiate with Indian in proper terms but every time they were put on the side line by in a political subjugation on the part of our leaders at the helm of the government. "There have been many good words in the national water policy but it is not implemented properly" he regretted. Bangladesh needs water not only for the livelihood of her people but for its existence, he said adding that water is needed to flow down to the bay for keeping the river alive and getting the grand water supply within the reach and safe the country from salinity intrusion.  Khondaker Azharul Huq, former MD of the WASA said a strong collective effort should be made to win the dispute. He suggested strengthening of track two diplomacy and understanding to mount pressure on potential leaders for water dispute settlement.

Bangladesh being in the lower riparian, economically weak, and smaller in terms of military and geographical territory against India must mobilize the support of her 16 crore people to gain strength and bargaining power, said by eminent political scientist Professor Dr. Dilara Chowdhury. She also emphasized on political consensus on water issue for the sake of Bangladesh. Editor of the daily Naya Diganata said Bangladesh would be victim of desertification, its ecology would suffer from imbalance and finally the existence of the country would be in peril as India has been constructing dam or barrage and withdrawing water from all common rivers. Editor of Weekly Robbar made a plea to prepare a strong case for keeping the rivers that move through Bangladesh alive and share the same at local, national and international levels.
Mostafa Kamal Majumder, Editor, the Daily New Nation moderated the discussion.
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