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Regional Cooperation in Harnessing the

Track-II Initiative under the Auspices
of BUP-CPR-IIDS :

The Bangladesh Unnayan Parishad (BUP), Dhaka, the Centre
for Policy Research (CPR), New Delhi, and the Institute for
Integrated Development Studies (IIDS). Kathmandu, all leading
think tanks in their respective countries, have been engaged on
a joint study since 1990 aimed at exploring ways and means of
converting the waters of the great eastern Himalayan rivers
into life-enhancing wealth for the poverty-stricken millions
who inhabit the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) region.
This region stretches across territories in China (Tibet),
Bhutan, Nepal, Bangladesh and India. The total drainage area
of the three rivers is almost 1.75 million sq. km., of which 62.9

cent is in India, 7.39 per cent in Bangladesh , 8.02 per cent in
ma]. 2.58 per cent in Bhutan and the rest in Tibet (China).
This region eriences a variety of climatic conditions over
the year, wh;)::‘ﬁ differ from place to place. It is also prone to
natural disasters such as cyclone, flood, drought and earth-

uake,

$ The basic premise underlying the study is that a cooperative
regional approach to the national/regional issues would pro-
vide a positive-sum, win-win scenario for all the participating
countries. The main concern has been to identify the opportuni-
ties that can be exploited through regional cooperation and
provide background analyses to inform and assist the process
of decision making by the governments involved.

Scope of Development and Cooperation in
the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna
(GBM) Region

The natural resources of the GBM region have immense po-
tentials for development from the Himalayas spring the great
rivers which flow through the three countries, B adesh, In-
dia and Nepal. The rivers, if properly harnessed, can yield an
enormous amount of electricity. The Himalayan and sub-Hi-
malayan slopes are again covered in many places with dense
forests which provide food. fodder, timber and fuel wood.

The rivers are used as waterways for vital commerce both
within and across the national boundaries. Their flows keep
salinity in check in the coastal areas of the region and of
Bangladesh in particular. But, most of all, the water flows —
their abundance (flood), adequacy and inadequacy __ are the
critical determinants of the agricultural cycles, cropping pat-
tern and crop yields in the region. This is perhaps truer for

desh than anywhere else in the region.

e exploitation of various resources within the national
boundary of any one of the countries, if not properly planned,
may cause adverse effects within the country concerned as well
as in the others. Bangladesh being in the plains and a lower ri-
parian country, it is likely to suffer the most. However, this
need not be so. It is quite possible that each of these countries
can develop and exploit resources with due regard to their own
needs as well as those of the others, thus reaping benefits for all.

The realisation of the immense and varied potential of the
GBM region has been limited and halting on account of differ-
ent perceptions and priorities among the riparian states. Gov-
ernments have been inhibited by fragmented departmental
views that have obscured the larger picture of considerable pos-
sibilities over space and time. This narruwlng of potentials and
options has discouraged understanding and useful trade-offs

at would facilitate negotiations oriented towards mutually
beneficial regional cooperation instead of resource-rivalry or
incompatibility. Absence of independent studies available for
general information and discussion has also hampered the

of public awareness regarding available opportunities.

Each of the countries has its peculiar circumstances.

adesh, the lowest riparian country in the geographi-
cal layout, has the peculiar problem of having to drain huge

uantities of waters ﬂuwu:ﬁ own from the other countries to
Bay of Bengal during the monsoon and suffers from water
ahorl.ag:rs during the winter. Both floods and water shortages
afflict large parts of the country every year. While flood control
and mitigation measures are necessary, guaranteed adequate
flows of water, cularly in the Ganges. are nece for the

very survival of the large numbers of people affected by the wa-

ter shortages. The si of the 30-year Ganges Water Sharin
Treaty ::aﬂeccnﬁer 996 has opened up ﬁlr?ﬁcr possibilities of

cooperation. . el 35 . e
of the BUP-CPR-IIDS Study

BUP, CPR and IIDS have undertaken the joint study to exam-
ine the potentials and options within the GBM region as an aid
to public education an tened pulicgcfurmulatinn at the
country and regional levels. The basic idea behind the study has
been to find ways and means of promo cooperation among
the participa countries in harnessing the abundant natural
resources, which the region is endowed with, for the benefit of
all concerned on the one hand, and stemming the degradation
and enhancing the capacity of the environment, on the other.

The philosophical underpinnings of the process that may be
pursued for cooperative development in the region can be de-
rived from the Sustainable Human Development (SHD)
paradigm. The SHD can be specified in terms of two sets of rela-
tionships — human-human relations and human-environment
relations. Equity and harmony are the overarching themes un-

the two sets of relations — equity among all partici-

pants (countries, groups of people, individuals, present and fu-
ture ations in the use of natural resources etc., as the case
may be) and harmony between human beings and nature (i.e.
the use, protection and enhancement of natural resources in a
coordinated manner so that an environmentally sustainable
accelerated growth is possible).

If the re countries can ate in harnessing the
transboundary opportunities on the basis of equity and har-
mony, each country should stand to benefit. Why is it, then, the
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regional countries have not focused on these fransbo op-
portunities so long? The main reason is the historical burden of
mistrust and social and tical antagonism and myths, giving
rise to a am in the tions among the countries of the re-

glon: This logjam the study has sought to find ways and means
of breaking in order to create a conducive environment for pur-

xdul cooperation among the regional countries. It has n
joint study team's hope that independent scholars and re-

searchers, free of politic essures and constraints, might be
lhl:tnunlnckdnunmrdclfarrtﬂmwayforward.

Outcome of the First Phase

The first phase of the BUP-CPR-IIDS study has yielded four
publications : a regional volume entitled " Converting Water
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Eastern Himalayan Rivers

The conference on "Regional Cooperation in Harnessing the Eastern Himalayan Rivers" be-
gan in Dhaka yesterday with leading wuater experts, politicians, academics and journalists
from Bangladesh, Nepal and India. Bangladesh Unnayan Parishad (BUP) which has been
promoting regional cooperation on water resources for several years now is hosting the
event. Here we publish a brief description of the work that BUP has carried out in
| collaboration with its counterpart bodies in India and Nepal.
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Figure 1. Map of tbe Ganges, the Brabmapuitra and tbe Megbna River Basins

I've Heard the Mermaids singing on Star Movies, Today at

into Wealth - Regional Cooperation in Harnessing the Eastern

Himalayan Rivers" (eds. Q.K. Ahmad, B.G. Verghese, Ra-
maswamy R. Iﬁ'er, B.B. Pradhan and S.K. Malla; BUP, Academic
Publishers, D

opment in Bangladesh with Particular Reference to the Ganges,
Brahmaputra and Meghna Basins" (eds.. Q.K. Ahmad, Nilufar
Ahmad and K.B. Sajjadur Rasheed; BUP, Academic Publishers,
Dhaka, 1993); "Harnessing the Eastern Himalayan Rivers : Re-
gional Cooperation in South Asia (eds. B.G. Verghese and R.R.
Iyer; CPR, Konark Publishers Pvt. Lid., New Delhi, 1993) and
"Water Resources and National Development : Nepalese Perspec-
tives" (IIDS, Kathmandu, 1993).

In the first phase (1990-1994)}, the study sought to put to-

gﬂther factual information, assemble and analyse relevant

ata, project ideas and identify opportunities for action to-
wards water-based optimal, integrated and equitable develop-
ment of the eastern Himalayan region.

The national volumes have dealt with national perspectives
and concerns in some detail and include chapters on land and
water resources, agriculture, irrigation and floods, forests and
environment, energy, transport networks and so forth. The re-
gional volume is based on the national volumes, focusing on the
regional perspectives, and represents consensus views and
identification of opportunities. This volume has sought to pro-
vide political context and to explore/illustrate a wide variety of

ossibilities and trade-offs such that regional cooperation

ased on, but not limited to, water resources of the eastern Hi-
malayan rivers makes for a fair, positive-sum engagement in
which everybody gains and nobody loses. '

i Thejoind study has succeeded in suggeéting ways of mumhg “y

forward in a cooperative spirit in harnessing the Eastern Hi-
malayan rivers for equitable benefit of all concerned. It is im-
portant in this context that short-term critical needs of the
countries are urgently addressed and, at the same time, a longer
termm and wider view from human development perspective re-
place the hitherto ruling narrow outlook that impedes human
progress.

The completion of the first phase of the joint study is
marked by the following conclusions which round off the re-
gional volume :

This three-country study has been a great learning experi-
ence and in itself constitutes a small but valuable effort in re-
gional cooperation. Working together has provided new in-
sights and perceptions to those involved. At another level, re-
gional initiatives are being explored in collaboration with
various donor agencies. The World Bank, ADB and UNDP ap-
pear willing to assist the fruition of ideas and projects of re-
gional cooperation, jointly conceived. The Global Infrastruc-
tures Research Foundation of Japan (GIF) is a new entrant that

Basic Human Development Indicators

i ladesh ia al utan

N atr® opulation (million) 1993 1183 i Nepal  Bix
hgﬁngaé gﬂpulatit}n growth rate (%) 2.5 2.2 2.4 1.9
1 -
GNP per capita (US$) 1993 220 300 190 1708
GNP annual growth rate (%) 4.5 5.0 4.6 7.6 ‘
1980-93
Real GDP per capital (PPP$) 1993 1,290 1,240 1,000 790
Adult literacy rate (%) 1993 37 51 26 40
Aduﬂiemleit&racyrate{%]wﬂg 2D 36 13 25
Human deve nt Index 1993 0.365 0.436 0322 0.307
Ganeral-ralated development 0.336 0.410 0.308 n/a
index 1993
a. Year 1992 ]

c. The human development index (HDI) has three components: life expectancy
at birth; educational attainment, comprising adult literacy, with two-thirds
weight, and a combined primary, secondary, and tertiary enrolment ratio, with

one-third weight, and income.
t index (GDI) adjusts the HDI for gender

d. The gender-related deve
quality in life expectancy; tional attainment; and income.
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aka, 1994), "Resources, Environment and Devel- .

could also assist movement from cnn{:éptual studies to project
formulation and implementation.

The institutional mechanisms to move along this path need
not be pre-determined. Networking could lead on to joint project
groups for sectoral planning. Basin planning studies could be
similarly undertaken if not on a more formal basis. A repos-
itory of standardised data is essential and much gap-filling will
be required. Greater transparency and facility for cross-border
information flows is necessary. Governments may have diffi-
culties in projecting new ideas; scholars should have none. The
options and alternatives they are able to suggest will be of edu-
cational value and help raise public opinion out of old grooves.

If there is one outstanding fact that emerges from this study

it is that regional cooperation in the harnessing of the eastern

Himalayan rivers, home to the largest concentration of the
world's poorest, offers to all the countries gains far beyond any-
thing that can be achieved by isolated national efforts. Popular
education on the basis of a clear statement of facts and options
can promote understanding,. Efforts outside the government
such as the BUP-CPR-IIDS study can play a very usetful role.

The magnitude, complexity and diversity of the GBM region
calls for a whole range of technical. hydrological, seismic. geo-
logical, socio-economic and ecological data and careful project
planning and costing. This task need not be delayed. Worth-
while projects, duiiy ranked and prioritised and phased could
provide an Optimal Indicative Plan for the GBM region's devel-
opment. Such a éamctdure: would also ease the way for multilat-
eral funding an
likely investors or donofs.' ' ' :

. The Eastern Himalayan region is too poor-to afford further -

loss of time. The waters of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and
Meghna constitute an abundance of wealth and energy that
must be creatively and cnn%:eralivel}- used. We can move forward
together towards a better future or suffer the privation of self-
abnegation while the world marches on. The choice is obvious.

Profile of Wealth and Poverty

create'a sense of confiderice in the minds of

Second Ongoing Phase

Study Components: The second phase of the BUP-CPR-IIDS

collaborative study was taken up in 1995 and seeks to further

explore in greater detail some of the ideas put forth in the re-

«£ional volume published at the end of the first phase with a view

to giving them a firmer and more concrete shape, thus taking

- the ideas one step nearer to active consideration and decision-

making by the governments concerned.

The nine study components of the second phase on which
work is in progress are :

i. Indo-Bangladesh sharing of the lean season flows of the
Ganga al Farakka, and possibilities of augmenting those flows
(with the sharing issue resolved, the work now focuses on aug-
mentation of flows) _

ii. Water-based integrated development of the GBM region

ili. Quality of water in the GBM river systems, especially in
the Ganges

iv. Coordination between the two barrages on the Teesta
River, one in India and the other in Bangladesh

v. The desirability and techno-economic feasibility of devel-
npin% an eastern region (four-country, including Bhutan) energy
grid for the transmission of electricity and gas

vi. Indo-Nepal-Bangladesh cooperation in flood forecasting
and warning and disaster-management

vii. Dam safety, environmenta] impact and rehabilitation of
displaced ple

viii. A three or four-country study for formulating an outline
plan for seismic monitoring in the tectonically dynamic Hi-
malayan region

ix. Techno-economic assessment for developing an inland
water transport network

Regional Conferences Complement: Awareness raising and
constituency building exercises in the form of regional confer-
ences are being held at the same time, using the findings of the
first phase and activities of the second phase as the hacigmund
material. Out of the planned six. three conferences have so far
taken place — one each in Bangladesh, India and Nepal. The
fourth one is taking place in Dhaka on 29-30 April and 1 May,
1997. Participants in these conferences include academics,
politicians and journalists. These conferences have been de-
signed to bring together researchers, politicians, journalists
and others interested in the subject in order to widen the partic-
ipation in the debates and analyses.

The regional group keeps the governments fully in the pic-
ture about the progress of the initiative by way of securing par-
ti{:jﬂatiﬂn of ministers and senior government officials, at least
in the inaugural and closing sessions, and making the outcomes
of both research and the conferences available to them. Qut-
comes are also widely publicised through the media.

This process of widerﬂng and deepenjnc? the understanding of
issues unclouded by mindsets and building constituencies in
favour of regional cooperation has been seen to be helpful in re-
solving deadlocks by informing and influencing the decision
making processes. The usefulness of what has come to be known
as Track-Il (such as the BUP-CPR-IIDS initiative) is well
recognised. However, ultimately, the support of the people at
large is necessary for the success of the regional cooperative ap-

rnaq:i}l to convert the transboundary opportunities into wealth
or all,

Window of Opportunity

A window of opportunity has emerged as a result, for exam-
ple, of the Mahakali Treaty between India and Nepal (January
1996), the Tala Hydropower Project Agreement between India
and Bhutan (March 1996), and the Ganges Water Sharing Treaty
between India and Bangladesh (December 1996). This opportu-
nity should be seized. The process of confidence-building and
cooperation initiated as a result of the above mentioned treaties
and agreement between India on the one hand, and Bangladesh,
Nepal and Bhutan on the other, should be strengthened.

In this context, first of all, proper implementation of the
provisions of the signed treaties and the agreement has to be en-
sured. This is crucial for confidence-building. Second. other
outstanding issues on the table (such as the augmentation of the
dry season Ganges flows and the sharing of the waters of other
rivers between Ean%ladesh and India) should be purposefully
addressed and resolved. Third, other transboundary opportu-
nities in various sectors should be identified fconcertised and
taken up for jeint implementafion,

The BUP-CPR-IIDS process continues its work of identifyin
and analysing opportunities for GBM regional ¢ooperation a
of informing and assisting policy making by regional govern-
ments.
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ladesh ia I utan
| PSUBE s s bilions) 1993 211 India, Nepal  Bhy
Real GDP per capita (PPP$) 1993 1,290 1,240 1,000 790
GNP per capita (US$) 1993 220 300 190 400
Income share; ratio of highest 4.0 4.7 4.3 n/a
1 20% fo lowest 20% {1981-93)
Human deprivation measure (%) 51 37 n/a n/a
1993
Income poverty (head count 48 25 nfa n/a
}gdax} oy %) 1990 urban 56 38 19 /
e in u n/a
| n.:grl PN 51 49 43 n/a
Social security benefits n/a 0.3 nfa nfa
expenditure (as % of GDP) 1993
Public e fture on education 3.7 5.0 5.1 n/a
and health (as % of GNP) 1990
Gross domestic investment (as % 14 24 21 n/a
of GDP) 1993
Gross domestic savings (as % of 8 24 11 7.4a
GOP) 1993
(as % of GDP) 1993 18 27 21 27
Tax revenue (as % of GNP) 1993 n/a 11 8- 6b
i s (as % od GDP) 1993 10 1 1 28C
service ratio (debt service as 14 28 9 e
% of @ of goods and
services) 1993
Total external debt 1993 (US $ 13.9 918 2.0 0.09f
billions
a. % guf GNP, year 1992. b. Year 1990. c. ;‘ear 1994, e. Year 1991. f. Year
1992. Source: Human Development in South Asia, 1997. Published for The
Human Development Centre by Oxford University Press.

; ngladesh India Nepal Bhutan
Pﬂ%ga;}r?}?uctiﬂn per capita g? 2 1"2dd HE n/a
1993 1980=100
Food imports per capita 1983 86 46 553 n/a
1980=100

{ Cereal imports per capita 1993 41 125 34 nfa
(1,000 tonnes) 1880=100
Food aid in cereals per capita 37 61 51 n/a
1993 (1,000 tonne} 1980=100
Food aid 1992 ($ millions) 240 99 6 3
Land area (1,000 km2) 1993 14,400 328,759 6,561 4,700
As % of land area 1993 Forest 13 21 32 66
and woodland Arable land 66 51 14 2
Irrigated land &as % of arable 33 29 59 30
land area) 1993
Deforestation (1,000 ha per 8 1,500 58 1
year) 1980-9
Annual rate of deforestation 0.9 2.3 3.5 0.1
{%) 1980-9
Reforestation (1,000 ha per 17 138 13 1
ear) 1980-9 .
Fmductian of fuel ;wood and 22,941 201,956 7,305 1,027
charcoal (1,000m° peryear) 31,774 062,782 8,703 1,364
1980
1993
Internal renewal water : 11.4 21 2.5 58.9
resources per capita (1,000m
per year) 1992
Annual fresh water withdrawls 1 18 15 nia
1980-9 as % of water 211 612 503
resources ita (m3)
Source: E:wﬁ &{m?aweﬂf in South Asia, 1997. Published for The Human

Development Lentre by Oxford University Fress.
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