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Ganges water Dispute : A Case Study of Peoples Participation
and Public Awareness

Hasna J. Moudud, Chairperson, Women for Water Sharing and People's Initiative for Water Sharing
Coastal Area Ressource Development and Management Association - Bengladesh

"Water is the source of all life"
The Holy Koran

"The river of life, dark and deep, moves swiftly
The two sides are muddy, the middle is depthless"
Catillapada - 8th century Bengali Siddha poet



INTRODUCTION

Life and river are seen as one.
Life on Earth depends on water - water maintains and links the planet's ecosystems. Water is the most precious life giving natural resource of the world, yet we continue to ignore it.
The Ganges, shared between India and Bangladesh, known as Ganga Mata (Mother Ganges) to many Indians is considered the life line of Bangladesh. People in India pray not to the river but to life within water. Bangladesh the lower riparian of Ganges depends on Ganges for the survival of its people, agriculture and ecosystem, particularly of north west and south western part of Bangladesh. The Ganges which has inspired mysticism and shaped the Bengali mind, music and literature is today reduced to a dying river.


I.- Background of Ganges dispute

Bangladesh is the lower riparian of 54 common rivers which enter Bangladesh from India, These rivers are international as they flow through two or more sovereign countries. Construction of dams and river training in the border region have resulted in less and less of water during the dry season.
Bangladesh known as "Land of water or better still water in land", (Novak, J) is now faced with acute water shortage during dry season. A woman in a land of water walks 2 to 3 kilometres to get drinking water from deep tubewells since the shallow pumps and surface water have all dried up. Desertification is taking place in the north western part of the country. Salinity, is increasing in the south west, threatening the Sundarbans, world's largest mangrove forest. Ground water is contaminated with arsenic and it is spreading fast, cause not known. Because rivers are dying and are filled with siltation it can no longer discharge flood and rain water during monsoon resulting in unprecedented floods. The river ecosystem is dying.

The Ganges provides drinking water, sustains agriculture, industrial activity, forestry, fisheries, and inland navigation, prevents salinity intrusion from the Bay of Bengal and above all, maintains the ecological balance of the country. The balance between man and nature in the Ganges basin of Bangladesh depends on the Ganges on which the livelihood of one third of the people would be threatened. This has been severely disrupted by substantial diversion of the Ganges flow during dry season by India for the stated purpose of flushing the Calcutta Port through the construction of a barrage at Farakka in 1974.
The Farakka Barrage project was commissioned in 1972 on trial basis only, for diversion of a large portion of the downstream Ganges flow in India. It is causing untold human as well as ecological miseries. Although an agreement has been signed between India and Bangladesh recently the water released from India cannot be monitored at present. It is only an agreement during the dry period. There is also a lack of third party arbitration in case of breach of agreement. Since there has been no agreement since 1989 it is a great achievement in which people's awareness and participation played an important role. Such awareness will also now be necessary in order for the treaty to be meaningful and acceptable.
As a result of India unilaterally regulating the flows of the Ganges. Bangladesh was not in a position to mitigate this enormous harm done to its people and ecosystem nor take up water development projects. All riparian states have equal rights. And now, environmental laws are being enacted. Bangladesh as a lower riparian and as a smaller and weaker country was at a great disadvantage.
In the case of Ganges water dispute, rule of minimum flow should be applied. In a river problem such as the Ganges, there is a third part the river itself. It has a right to its water for the survival of its ecosystem. Otherwise it will be destroyed an civilisation, culture and environment will all be destroyed in the process. 
The disappearance of the Ganges will be catastrophic. Treatment of water in pre-British period was based on community interest. The culture of this area supports community interest. The Ganges delta has complex geomorphology which should not be disturbed.
Ganges withdrawal during dry season is one of the most critical environmental problems Bangladesh faces. While water loss is of concern for human use, its ecological impact has never been assessed. What has been the ecological damage since the commission of Farakka in 1974 will take decades to recover even if we get water now. Water sharing agreement should not be only a dry per period sharing. It should be an annual sharing including flood water sharing during monsoon.


II.- River as an eco-system

Water conservation need should include the sustainability of the biodiversity as well as natural hydrological cycle. Rather than considering the river as a physical mass of flowing water the river basin should be recognised as an ecosystem whose components are linked with one another. This view emphasises the entire fluvial system as a continuum of physical environment that provides for ecosystem functioning. Effects of flow diversion is greatly felt in the change of biodiversity and degradation of important ecosystems such as the Sundarbans, an unique mangrove forest which is the home of the majestic Royal Bengal Tigers and UNESCO World Heritage Site.
I would also like to mention about the quality of water coming from the Ganges. Ganges dies in Kanpur in India due to leather industries before it reaches Bangladesh. The Ganges dies by beings a dumping ground for major chemicals which are highly toxic. India has isolated 17 extremely polluted industries which are all located at the banks of the Ganges. Eight banned pesticides which are permanent pesticides are being used in India, banned by most of the world including Bangladesh. The Ganges flows through 700 cities in India, and about 120 million litres of waste waters from the industries and municipalities are dumped daily. When the water reaches Bangladesh, the Biological Oxygen Demand is so high that it is quite toxic.

A group of women responded to one of the most crucial environmental issues facing the country - Ganges water sharing with India.


III.- Background of Women for Water sharing and People's Initiative for Water Sharing

After the Earth summit in 1992 a meeting of the UNEP's Global 500 Laureates of the SAARC countries held in Dhaka called for co-operation from ecologist to ecologist in our two countries as well as in south Asia. In 1944 at a conference on Women and the Environment, Women for Water Sharing was formed which took up the issue of Ganges water sharing as the most crucial one. We invited citizens, women and environmentalists to look into this vital problem from humanitarian and ecological points of view. We needed to educate our people and our policy makers to take the issue as a humanitarian and ecological issue. But we did not have enough information. The subject was politically sensitive and people at first did not want to discuss it in public for political fear.
We made field visits and our findings in the north western and south western parts of Bangladesh convinced us that the misery of our people and degradation of the important ecosystems dependant on the Ganges flow will have far reaching effects if not checked right away. What we lose in 5 years we may not be able to regress in 50 years. We decided to take our case to the people in India.

At first, it was not easy to get support within India because they were benefiting from Farakka Barrage. We looked for anyone who would listen. We approached housewives, writers, journalists, and citizens groups who listened to us with sympathy. In order to include a much broader participation we formed People's Initiative for Water Sharing. Our objective was to inform Indian people and create an awareness from our side and also to informed about Ganges water use in India. Several seminars and exchanges were held in Delhi and Dhaka.
In 1996, we were invited Dihar by Ganga Mukli Andolon, a people's movement in India, where we agreed on a joint movement and a Ganges Peace March in Bangladesh in the near future. Sundarlal Bahuguna, the 80 year old environmentalist and leader of the famous Chipko Movement protested against Indian Government constructing barrages and dams on all common rivers shared by India and Bangladesh and warned that it would also disturb peace in the region. Our meetings were inspired by the belief that our rivers should unite, not divide us. 
It made us realise that we must bring pressure on our Governments through people's initiatives for peacefully resolving our conflicts on water sharing. The well being of the people of our two countries are tied to each other as well as to that of other countries of the region.
Ganges water conflict is a human problem not only a political or technical problem. It should be looked at from a humanitarian and ecological point of view. People all over the world are taking more interest in the environment and their representatives and governments have to pay attention to environmental degradation causing present hardship and posing future threat to the survival of humanity and the planet itself. Ganges water sharing cannot be India's main problem - but for Bangladesh it is the most critical one and a question of survival.
We are not asking India to halt her water development activities but it should be her responsibility to plan their development in such a manner so that there is no adverse effect on us. The waters of Ganges is sacred to the Indians. No one should take responsibility of killing the most sacred of rivers to meet unlimited demand upstream at the cost of downstream ecological disaster and question of survival. There may be a major eco-migration if we do not take timely decision now. Problem of Ganges is not zero sum game . Both will lose or win because we share a common environment.


IV.- Security Implications

Water sharing is not limited to inland water only but also to sea and ocean water. We are all polluting the rivers and the ocean and destroying the biodiversity and ecosytems in the process.
Water sharing also brings in the question of sustainable use of water and ecosystem survival for which regional co-operation is so important. The Ganges water sharing issue is not who takes how much water rather how best we can respond to save the future destruction. It is therefore required that natural flow of the rivers should be maintained for the conservation of aquatic fauna and flora, their natural recruitment stocking for the benefit of human being of both countries in future. Governments of both countries should agree on a policy of moratorium on construction of barrages on the common rivers. Water development project should not disrupt the eco-system. Interaction between States and regional co-operation between nations are needed. What more can be natural than regional co-operation among nations of the South Asian Association of Regional Co-operation (SAARC).
Amidst differences of opinion and commitment, we share the common concerns for humanity and environment, which extend to all other aspects of life. We realise that the environment and mankind should be in harmony. One of the key pre-requisites of close friendship and good neighbourly ties between India and Bangladesh is working out mutually satisfactory and just norms for water sharing.
Bangladesh is also under the threat of sea level rise. More than 25 million people live in the coastal area. Such are examples of regional and global environmental catastrophes which the people of Bangladesh are subject to for no fault of her own. These will create future threats to peace and security in South Asia. Environmental refugees are already leaving their homes in search for new lands.


V.- Role of International Community :

To meet the immense challenge of balancing economic demand against environmental realities of the resource limited areas of the world, the international community has a responsibility to assist and to ensure that resource use is sustainable and the degradation of the environment is stopped such as the Farakka catastrophe and dams on other common rivers.
A fair and just agreement with India on Ganges can only lead to promotion of trust, friendship and peace not only between India and Bangladesh but also in the region.
States and nations in South Asia experience turbulence from time to time due to religious, linguistic and ethnic sentiments particularly in the north and eastern parts. This part of the region is neglected and poorly developed but is rich in its natural resources, particularly in water. This region contains most varied and complex human cultures as well as diverse geography and are linked to the eastern Himalayan ecology. These people have in the past lived together, shared their resources in a sustainable manner and their population and nature lived in harmony. Such diversity has worked to their advantages best when they are shared and managed equitably and efficiently. We learn that during colonial rule these differences were made to work towards the advantages of the ruler and that it gave rise to conflicts of nationalities. Development models borrowed from the west further aggravated the situation. It directly interfered in sustainability of natural resources. Environmental degradation will only increase tension in the region. Environmental degradation has a direct negative impact on the economy of the state which in turn affects political stability. On the other hand mitigation of environmental stresses will ease tension and enhance common well being through cooperative efforts.

There needs to be global recognition for protecting the Sundarbans. The Sundarbans is degraded because the physical parameter has altered. Salinity is increasing at an alarming rate. North western part of Bangladesh is economically dependent on the Ganges. As a result of degradation of ecosystem and physical environment their livelihood is threatened. We apprehend this area would become so much degraded that regeneration of the forest would totally stop and the area will be uninhabitable.
We should have international laws and guidelines for quantifying the adverse effects of mismanagement of water and destruction of the entire river network by national states. I urge you to adopt stronger clauses and action plan for protecting international or shared river water in the greater interest of humanity and ecology for its survival. It is not enough to have treaties and legal agreements alone. Unless these laws are based on common good interest and allow the scarce resources to be sustainable for future use the situation will not improve.


In conclusion, we must all try to protect sources of fresh water by taking actions against the destruction of natural resources, on which our life and that of our children's depend.


