Roundtable Report
‘Survival of Bangladesh depends on the survival of our rivers; that is why have to keep alive our rivers’ opined by the distinguished discussants in the roundtable titled ‘Bangladesh-India Water Disputes’ organized by the South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) on May 17, 2014 at the VIP Lounge, National Press Club, 18, Topkhana Road, Dhaka. Mr. Mostofa Kamal Majumdar, Environmental Journalist presented the keynote paper in this roundtable. Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Chittagong moderated the roundtable while it was presided over by Professor Dr. Dilara Choudhury, eminent political scientist, Bangladesh.
The keynote speaker discussed with the statistical information regarding the water disputes between the two countries. He said that reducing fresh water flow affected the agricultural production, main employment generation, reduced navigational opportunities, affected bio-diversity in nature and increased social conflicts. He suggested that unless we come with bold initiatives and policies, the treaties and Indian policies will dry up us.
Major (Retd.) M. Hafiz Uddin Ahmed, Former Member of Parliament and Minister of Water Resource, People’s Republic of Bangladesh; said that the water sharing treaty of 1996 does not favor our interest. It does not have any guarantee clause or any arbitration clause. The one of the most successful initiatives in this sector was made by late president Ziaur Rahman which gave us 60% of the water flow. He also blamed the politicians. They don’t have knowledge or can not talk impressively and effectively. In Bangladesh, stance on water sharing changes after the government changes. But in India, it does not matter whoever in power. He said to be united on this issue and to do movement to save our rivers and lifelines.
Mr. Towhidul Anwar Khan, Former Member, Joint River Commission; said that Bangladesh was geographically built upon rivers; River has keeping alive Bangladesh and will do in future. If river can not survive, Bangladesh will die. He said that water neither increase nor decrease, rather it changes the form of existence. So, win-win situation is acceptable in water sharing issue. We lose our proportion what we provide. Some talk about rain water but it only gives cooking and drinking resource, then how the irrigation will be done, he asked. He warned that if the ground water is contaminated, we can not restore the quality. So we should not take the risk of it, rather we have to keep focusing on river water. He said that if we don’t have water security, we won’t have food security; if we don’t have food security, we won’t have social security and if we don’t have social security, we won’t have national security. So Bangladesh must not compromise on this issue, must not fall into any trap like river linking project.
Mr. Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, Eminent Journalist and Columnist, Dhaka; opined about the joint river commission whether it is effective or not. He dubbed it as a mirage. He said that Joint River Commission (JRC) has given result but it is not up to the expectation. The obstacles which are barrier to the Teesta water sharing issue those are not seem to be resolved. He said that even if the new government comes to India, it will have no change. He urged that as a sovereign national government, we have to deal with Indian government, not with Kolkata government regarding the water issue. He mentioned that India is very serious about the water sharing issue from their part on behalf of their interest. The same we have to do to serve our interest and secure our survival.
Ms. Shama Obaid Islam, Member, BNP Central Committee; blamed the feeble foreign policy which does not give any positive and interest serving outcome. She said that it is the total failure of the government. This is because of lack of accountability of the government. They must have to account for it. She said that the people of the affected areas spontaneously joined the long march. It shows how the people are suffering and how intensely they demand for sufficient water.

Barrister Fatema Anwar, Head of Law, Dhaka Center for Law and Economics (DCLE); talked about legal jurisprudence. Having or not having rights does not carry value until; it is enforced. She said that each party is sovereign in international relation. She said that only way forward is to give India incentives only in exchange of having served our interest.

Professor Dr. Dilara Choudhury, Eminent Political Scientist, Bangladesh; presided over the roundtable and concluded the program saying that Indian foreign policy is farsighted. They think about how they would irrigate after 50 years with the velocity of their increasing population. According to that goal, they deal with the water sharing issues. But unfortunately, we have entirely been failed to do so. If we were concerned about our survival, we would have constantly deal with it. She mentioned that we are limited to do our activities only within seminars inside the press club. But we don’t realize that India is taking the opportunity of our weakness. She said that Indira Gandhi had befooled Sheikh Muzibur Rahman in dealing with water issues with Bangladesh. She said that if we talk about Teesta in talk show, we are dubbed as Anti Indian. It shows that the people are also divided on this issue. Then who would talk about it? We have to tell our own stories. We have to highlight the suffering of people through movies, songs, literature, report etc. She also said that we have to get ourselves prepared before blaming India. Finally she shared her vote of thanks to the distinguished discussants for being in this roundtable. 
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