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The Embankment Lobby

If ultimate consequences of
embankment are so grave and
destab , why is it that em-
bankments have dominated
flood control thinking of

desh for such a long time
and continue to do so?

There are several reasons for
this. The first may be catego-
rized as misperception. which,
in turn. may arise from several
sources. One of these is partial
nature of expertise. For exam-

le, a hydraulic engineer of ur-
background may have good
understanding of fluid dynam-
ics, but he may be unaware of
the intricacies of floodplain
culture. With little appreci-
ation for all the nurturing ef-
fects of river inundation, he
may indeed think that cordons
are a good idea to boost crop
output. Similarly. a bureaucrat
may not have technical infor-
mation about possible alterna-
tives and come to think that
cordons are the only way to deal
with the floods. In absence of
technical expertise of his own, a
politician may just gu along
with technologists’ and bureau-
crats’ recommendation and
adopt the embankment ap-
proach.

Foreign Involvement: This
Ernbiem of misperception has
een aggravated by consider-
able foreign involvement in
Bangladesh's flood control pro-
gram. In fact, water develop-
ment efforts in Banglades
started with institution of Crui
Commission by the Unite
Front government in the wake
of the 1950 flood. Mr. Cruig
himself was from the US Army
Engineering Corps, as were
some other members of the
Commission. Most of the big
water development projects
that were implemented during
the sixties and seventies arose
from recommendation of this
Commission. These include the
DND project, the Brahmaputra
Right Hand Embankment Pro-
ject, the Ganges-Kobadak Pro-
_Ect. Coastal Embankment
oject, etc.

tarting from that incep-

tion. dependence on foreign aid
and expertise continues to be
the hallmark of Bangladesh's
water development efforts. The
National Water Plan, which is
the current blueprint for water
development efforts of
Bangladesh, has been formu-
lated by the Chicago based firm
Harza Engineering Company
International. Various Flood
Action Programs (FAP) have
also been developed with the
help of foreign technical ex-
perts. Foreign technical assis-
tance comes as an inevitable
part of foreign aid. ;

Even such fortuitous event
as that of Madame Mitterand's
accid:ntallg being in Dhaka
during 1988 flood proved to be
of major consequence. This
particular event led to consid-
erable French involvement in
formulation of Bangladesh's
flood control policy. A team of
30 French engineers visited
Bangladesh and reportedly ad-
vocated for embankments. For
foreigners, it is all the more
difficult to realize all the as-
pects of the organic connection
that river and river-inundation
have with life in Bangladesh.

It would not, however, be ap-

ropriate to lay all the blame
or our ineffective flood policy
on bad foreign advice. This is
very clearly borne out by the re-
ception accorded to the Eastern
Water Study (EWS] report. This
study was commissioned by
USAID in the wake of 1988
sentative Foretgse CARSRTS
Committee hearings. The study
was conducted under the leader-
ship of Peter Rogers, Harvard
Professor of Environmental
Engineering. Based on careful
analysis of the entire situation,
- this study recommended
against construction of em-
bankments.

Unfortunately, for Bangla-
desh government circles, this
was not a welcome recom-
mendation. They were rather
eager to have the international
community sign on to a multi-
billion, mega-project of em-
bankment construction, and
therefore viewed Eastern Water
Study report as basically a
spoiler. This made EWS report a
hot potato because, under pres-
sure from Bangladesh govern-
ment and others, even the US-
AlD tried to distance itself from
ils recommendations. As Prol.

Rogers informed me in a private
communication, the situation
reached such a point that he
was once barred from flying to
Dhaka from Kathmandu to at-
tend a conference.

This makes it clear that bad
foreign advice is not the sole
reason for Bangladesh's bad
water policy. In addition, there
are powerful material interests
at work. embankment pro-
jects are often lucrative to the

rmment because thtF“ can
in large amount of foreign
aid. This makes some politi-
cians happy because they can
then show the electorate that
they are bringing home money.
Embankment projects make
- some bureaucrats happy be-
cause they can p over
large spending programs. Such
projects can make consultant,
engineering, and construction
companies happy because they
can all get large contracts. It is
easy to this list of direct
bcneﬂciaﬂ:;j of t?ﬂmbt;nkmmt
rogram. to this the possi-
Bﬂtt}' that some of these actors
may actually be corrupt, and
to illegally benetfit from
these projects, and it is easy to
understand why passions can
run very high.

Note that none of these ac-
tors will have to be ever person-
ally accountable for the lo
run outcome of these projects.
few years down the road, the
politician may be out of office,
the bureaucrat be working
in a different ministry, tech-
nocrats and contractors may be
eagerly working for some other
project. None of them will have

to pay for the failure of the pro-
ject to achieve its objective. The
money for debt servicing will
'y eless come from back-

toil of peasants grow-

breaking
ing jute, or tem-lr girls work-
ing in garment factories, or

Bangladeshis doing menial
work in the Middle Eastern
countries.

Large 'budget embankment
program suits donor agencies
well too. There is little account-
ability on the part of the donor
officials, because they dis-
tribute other people’s
(developed countries’ taxpay-
ers’] money, and ultimate effec-
tiveness of the project can touch
them hardly at all.

With no personal stake in
the effectiveness of the invest-
ment either at the donor’'s end
or at the recipients’ end, it i{s no
wonder that wrong investment
decisions are made. This is
rather a general problem of aid
financed development. History
of the third world countries,
Bangladesh included, is littered
with innumerable examples of
such bad investments.

The fact that embankment-
approach continues to domi-
nate despite its obvious flaws
should not therefore be too sur-
prising. The question is what is
the right approach to
Bangladesh's f] problem?

Opening-Up Approach
to Flood

The appropriate flood con-
trol approach for Bangladesh is
to open up as much space as
possible to accommodate river
overflow. This follows from
simple arithmetic: given the
volume of water and gradient,
the height of flooding decreases
proportionately with the in-
crease of area over which water
can spread. This is a strategy
not of flood prevention but of
flood mitigation and control.
The approach is based on the
time-honored principle by
which our ancestors lived in
this area, namely: live with the
rivers and benefit from them.

Of course, this does not mean
that we have to reproduce and
cling to the pre-industrial equi-
librium in its entirety. Cer-
tainly, we want to modernize
and industrialize, We need more
areas for urbanization, and we
need faster transportation of
goods and people. However.
even as she tries to industrial-
ize, Bangladesh will continue to
be a delta, which, moreover, is
supposed to get more peak sea-
son water and silt. We may be
sitting in a high-rise apartment
building, hooked to a geo-sta-
tionary satellite hovering sev-
eral miles over the earth
through a cellular phone stuck
to our ear, but under our [eet,
down below, it is still an allu-
vial floodplain. Thus, while we
need to adjust the old, tradi-
tional equilibrium and ac-
commodate the needs of mod-
ernization, we have to do it in
the basic geo-physical setting of
a delta.

Holland's Example: Does
that mean Bangladesh will
never be able to be a genuinely
modern country because of her
physical conditions? That fis
certainly not the case. The vx-
ample that is very instructive
in this regard is that o! it
land. Like Bangladesh. Hoblnd
is also primarily a delta cre-

ated by the river Rluue Like
Bangladesh, the m.un part of
Rhine's catchment hasin also
lies outside ol tiolland. Yet,
Holland has w1 cnormously
successful (11 creating a modern,

sopbisieRte) AR huge dif:
ference between conditions ol
Bangladesh and Holland. Yet,
:Tlland‘l example .mm

8 not necessary to
deltaic character of the land in
order to become modern. Mod-
ernization effort has to be in
harmony with the local physi-
cal conditions.

In Bengali, Bangladesh is
called as ‘nmnodimatrik desh’.
This is indeed literally true.
Rivers gave birth to this land. It
is therefore fundamentally
wrong to treat rivers as ‘bimata’
and refuse them to embrace the
land. Instead of pullin%uuﬁ:m—
}:ankm:nta.hwﬂ need as
nviting to the rivers as possi-
ble, and allow them to come to
us when they have the need to
do so.

Is this a passive strate
whereby we just sit with folded
arms and wait for the rivers Lo
engulf us? Actually. it is just the
opposite. Opening-up strate
rcc‘;ir:s huge amount of wor
lo be carried out on a sustained
hasis. In the fol , we indi-
cate some lines along which
this work has to proceed.

Re-excavation and Dredging:
One of the most important
tasks in the opening up strategy
is to re-excavate the surface
water bodies. In fact, excava-
tion and re-excavation has a
central role for the opening-up
approach. so much so that this
approach may as well be called-
tg: Excavation Approach.

What has been happening in

desh over the past years
is just opposite to what was
warranted. We have H’cﬁn ea-
filling up the surface wa-
'tg?{:odiﬂ, the ponds, dighis,
khals, bils, and lakes. The pres-
sure of population growth and
urbanization has certainly con-
tributed to this Fruc:sm But,
this process of filling up of the
surface water bodies has been
detrimental to flood con-

trol effort.

In the older part of the delta.
even historic rivers are getting
filled up. For many years now,
due to Farakka and other up-
stream diversions, the lean sea-
son flow of B adesh rivers
has decreased. is has been
particularly true for rivers in
the western part of the country.
Many riverbeds ::huw bectnm to-
tall during the winter sea-
my grhyu has made it possible
and encour people to fill up
the river s and use them for
other purposes.

Unfortunately. as we noted,
Bangladesh is headed toward a
situation of extremes, where
very low lean season flow will
be ‘accompanied by very high

peak season flow. Only a mas-
sive excavalion program can
enable Hangladcag to cope with
this twin problem of extremes
simultaneously. On the one
hand, excavation will keep
riverbeds wide, open, and deep
so that peak season flow can
pass through easily and
rapidly. It will also enhance
surface water storage capacity,
which will thereby lower the
flood height. On the other hand.
the stored water in the re-exca-
vated water bodies will coun-
teract the shortage of water dur-
ing the lean season. Unlike em-
bankments. an excavation pro-
gram can significantly enhance
the dry season irrigation po-

tenfial.
ometimes it is argued that

re-excavation and dredging is
too big a task. Dredging of the
main rivers is of course an
enormous task. But that should
not prevent Bangladesh from
embarking on an energetic pro-
gram of re-excavating the
smaller rivers and other sur-
face water bodies. In facl.
Bangladesh should immedi-
ately start with a program of re-
juvenating the distributaries of
Padma in southwestern dis-
tricts of the country. It is gquite
lhikely that filling up of these
distributaries has been one rea-
son of increased flooding in re
cent years of regions south of
Goalondo, including Dhaka.
The rivers of North Bengal
should also undergo this pro-
cess of re-excavation 48 SO001n as
possible.

There are quite a few aspects
of Bangladesh's situation that
should prove favourable for a
nation-wide re-excavation pro-

ramme. Some of these are as
ollows.

First. Bangladesh s massive
population should be a tremen-
dous help. The density of popu-
lation in Bangladesh has now
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(Second and cuﬁcludlng part)
by Nazrul Islam

The appropriate flood control approach for Bangladesh is to open up as much space as possible to
accommodate river overflow. This follows from simple arithmetic: given the volume of water
and gradient the height of flooding decreases proportionately with the
increase of area over which water can spread.

up approach Is to ensure free

passage of water on the flood-
plains.

The f[irst major structure
thrown on Bengal floodplains
was the railway system con-
structed by the British. Of
course. raillways were necessary
to bring the country out of the
slow pace of medieval life. It
was helpful that railway lines
were drawn to run mainly in
the north-south direction, in-
stead of east to west. The rall-
ways were also constructed with
large number of culverts and
bridges for water to pass.

During Pakistan period and
since independence, many
roads have been constructed.
Unfortunately, not all of these
have been carefully tailored to
the nrc::ssitﬂ of free passage of
water on the floodplains. In
particular, roads have been of-
ten constructed without ade-
quate number and size of cul-
verts and bridges. Travelling in
the western districts. it is not
unusual to find an entire river
filled g from both sides and
spanned by a culvert of pathetic
size in the middle. A lot of cor-
ners have been cut because of ei-
ther misconception or sheer
greed. This has now resulted in

manﬁounnectssary obstructions

and bottlenecks.
Roads are certainly neede«l
However, in View of

Bangladesh's situation.
following principles need to be
observed. First, it is better to
expand and make more inten-
sive use of the existing roads
than to build entirely new ones.
That is. construct new roads
only if these are absolutely es-
sential and there are no other
alternatives available. Second,
roads should be aligned with
the rivers as much as possible.
Third. in all cases. leave maxi-
mum passage for water by in-
serting bridges and culverts of
adequate number and size.

the
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reached almost 1000 per square

The deluge that was: People (left) leaving their inundated homes for safe refuge, and (right) rushing for relief.

kilometer. If the water bodies
targeted for excavation consti-
tute even 10 per cent of the area,

thienn we would have 10,000 per-
sons per square kilometer. With
this high density of population,
clearly, re-excavation should be
manageable task.

Second, re-excavation pro-
gramme does not require im-
ported inputs and hence does
not demand foreign currency. It
is a labor-intensive operation
and hence should be helpful in
generating a huge amount of
employment in rural areas.
Also, not all the labor may have
to be fully paid With appropri-
ate national leadership, some
of this labor may be partially or
fully voluntary.

ird, it is an important fact
that rivers and most large water
bodies in Bangladesh are under
khas.or government, owner-
ship. This means that in im-
plementing an excavation pro-
gram, the government will have
to face fewer legal problems and
fewer expenses. This should be a
big advantage. By contrast,
construction of embankments
usually requires confiscation of
land and paying of compensa-
tion to its owners. This makes
embankment programme often
legally problematic and finan-
cially expensive.

F}:;urt . the current reduced
lean season flow should make
the task of re-excavation tech-
nically easier. In many cases,
there will no need for creating
temporary diversion channels.
The excavation programime can
gradually move from smaller
river and water bodies to those
of larger size.

Note that this programme
may not be limited to re-exca-
vation only. In certain cases
new canals may also be con-
structed. However, to save land,
it is always a good idea to re-ex-
cavate the existing ones than to
consiruct entirely new ones.

Ensure Free of Water
Across Floodplains: The other
important thing in the opening-
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Fourth, ﬂrtn that large sums
have to spent in repairin
roads damaged by flood eac
year, in some cases it may be
cost-effective to have entire
road constructed in the form of
b _

ese principles imply that
some of the existing roads will
need modification. In particu-
lar, at points where these roads
do not have adequate passage
for water, they need to be re-
constructed.

Restoration of Water Ways:
Opening up approach will have
to be accompanied by emphasis
on water transportation. The
re-excavation program and the
program of alignment and mod-
ification of roads will have to
be implemented with an eye to
restoration and enhancement
of waterways. Note that water-
transportation no longer has to
be a slow mode of transporta-
tion. With engines fitted even to
the country-boats, the rejuve-
nated water transportation will
be qualitatively different than
that featured in the pre-indus-
trial equilibrium.

Revival of Fisheries: The re-
excavation program will have
to go hand in hand with a pro-

am of revival of the fisheries.
gv:r the last years, fresh-water
fisheries sector of the country
has suffered considerably. In
Farl. this has been the result of

illing up and lean season dry-
ing up of the water bodies. A
second reason has been the in-
creased use of chemical fertil-
izer and pesticides. The runoff
from fields with chemical fer-
tilizer and pesticides often had
devastating effect on the fish-
eries stock of the adjoining wa-
ter bodies. The opening up
strategy will help to restore
fisheries in two ways. First, re-
excavation of inland water bod-
ies and reestablishment of their
connections with rivers will
enhance the fishing habitat.
Second, river inundation will
help agriculture to be less de-
pendent on chemical fertilizer,

thus reducing the problem of
chemical run-off.

Re-direction of the Crop-re-
search Programme: For a‘;ng
time, the crop research program
of Bangladesh was focu on
dry season, controlled irriga-
tion based crops. HYV boro was
the point of focus. In fact, there
was a connection between this
state of crop research and the
embankment approach to flood
control. It was thought that so-
lution to country’s food prob-
lemm lay in cultivation of HYV
boro. which required controlled
irrigation. This provided an ar-
gument for cordons because
they could facilitate controlled

irrigation.
owever, crop research has

come a long way since those
early days. and now many HYVs
of ropa aman have been in-
vented. Even some HYVs of
bona aman are being tested.
This direction of crop research
needs to be further strength-
ened. Growing HYVs should not
be an argument for cordons.
However, in the enthusiasm
for HYVs, one should not Ignore
the value of the traditional va-
rieties that our ancestors cre-
ated through a natural process
of selection over centuries. Al-
though their yield may some-
times be low. these rice varieties
have other important qualities
like superior taste. ability to
resist pest etc. Hence, nurturing
these traditional wvarieties
should also be an important
goal. :
Adjustment of Rural Settle-
ment Pattern: One of the advan-
tages of the opening up ap-
proach is that it will not create
any false sense of elevation and
therefore will not encourage be-
low-flood-level-dwelling. How-
ever, it may be possible to go a
little further. Government may
encourage some amount of clus-
tering and consolidation in ru-
ral settlemment pattern: Such

===

planning has to be done so that

these structures do not prove to
be new obstruction to inunda-

c tlon. In fact. such structures can

betler be thought as [uture goal,
because more technological and
institutional capability and re-
sources will be required to con-
struct, maintain, and operate

.-augH sulgclurt:ef.
1e above does not exhaust

the possible lines ol activilies
under the opening up approach.
Many new dimensions will
emerge from actual experience,
as the strategy gets imple-
mented. However, we see that
the nFening up approach wins
on all four counts that the em-
bankment approach loses. It
preserves and enhances the
nurturing effects of river inun-
dation, h mitigates flood by
spreading river overflow over
larger area. It does not create a
destabilizing and risky situa-
tion. and does not create new
problems of drainage and sani-
tation. Finally, it does not en-
tail wastage of investment,

Flood Control and
Population Planning

As Bangladesh strives to
have an industrial equilibrium
in the delta, she also needs to
think hard about the size of her
population.

Note that the pre-industrial
equilibrium had a stability fea-
ture to its population dynamics.
This is manifested by the fact
that the population in Henl,ial
delta remained unchanged lor
several centuries prior to the
twentieth century. It is only
from the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, the population has been
rising along an exponential
curve.

The population of
Bangladesh in 1951 was 44 mil-
lion. By 1989, it has increased
to 110 million. Under projected
dynamics, it will increase to

consolidation may be helpful in
several ways. First, it will be
easier to save dwellings from
inundation by elevating the
ground level if these are concen-
trated than if widely dispersed.
Second, motorized road connec-
tion, though not a part of the
pre-industrial equilibrium, Is
often proving to be a desirable
ingredient of the new equilib-
rium. It is much easier, eco-
nomic, and land-saving to pro-
vide road connection when set-
tlements are consolidated than
when dispersed. Third, consoli-
dation Is land-saving from
dwelling point of view too, and
consolidation also minimizes
obstruction to water movement
on the floodplain. Finally, con-
solidation may be helpful in
planning and organizing joint
efforts on the part of the vil-
lagers. One such effort may be
construction of flood-shelter.
like the hurricane-shelters of
the coastal districts. The best
strategy in this regard will be to
raise the slevation of the local
school or other such public
bulldlnﬂ to a flood-proof level.

Land Leveling and Terrac-

: Some amount of land level-
ing and terracing will be helplul
in reaping the benefits of river
inundation, This may facilitate
some flood management, if
there is any scope of doing so.
Land leveling and terracing will
be helpful for dry season irriga-
tion too.

Low Embankment with
Floodgates: Even some [ow-
height embankment construc-
tion may be part of the opening-
up strategy. The purpose of
these embankments will not be
to cordon areas from flooding.
Rather, these will be low barri-
ers with enough floodgates.
Such combination of low em-
bankment and floodgates may
help in manipulating the tim-
ing and extent of inundation,
The earth produced from re-ex-
cavation of the rivers can be
used for construction of these
structures. However, careful

166 million by 2005, which is

just another six

years lroiu
now. This is a dangerously high
number of people to live in such
a small landmass characterized
by such precarious ecological
circumstances. The population

situation in Bangladesh is cer-
tainly one of disequilibrium,
and it is extremely urgent that
an equilibrium is reached.
Sometimes, a tone of com-
placency can be deciphered in
recent discussion and pro-
nouncements regarding popu-
lation situation of Bangladesh.
It is claimed that the popula-
tion growth has been brought
down from 2.5 percent to 1.9
ercent. and thereby the popu-
ation situation has been
brought under control.
is i8 a very erroneous ap-
prectation of the situation. If
population growth rate has
come down from 2.5 per cent to
1.9 per cent, that is a good thing,
and the credit should go to
where it belongs. However, this
does not provide any basis for

complacency. Back in 1971, .

when the sizé of population was
75 milllon, a 2.5 per cent
growth rate implied an annual
increase of population by 1.87
milllon. Now the population
size I1s about 120 million, and
therefore a 1.9 per cent growth
rate now implies an annual in-
crease of population by 2.28

million. Thus, annual | cre?uc
in population has in fact In-

creased.

Note that there are numerous
countries of the world, whose
entire population is less than
Bangladesh's annual in-
cremental population. In fact,
total population of such large
European countries as Norway
or weden is equal to
Bangladesh's only 2 and 4

ears’ incremental population.

TL is impossible to achieve an
ecological balance with that
kind of destabilizing popula-
tion growth,

One important agenda from
flood control's point of view is
therefore to immediately arrest

I

angladesh: Which Way Now?

and then reduce the population
size. The example of China may
be instructive in this regard.
China’s density of population is
still several times less than
that of Bangladesh. Yet, for sev-
eral decades now, China has
been strictly pursuing a poli
of negative population growth.
Banglﬁadeuh has to strive for a°
similar oal. Ultimately,
Bangladeshis cannot hope to
have a decent and comfortable
living in this delta, unless they
keep their numbers commensu-
rate to the size of their country.

What about Cities?

One question that will be
asked is whether opening up is
the right approach for cities,

even il it is appropriate for ru-
ral areas. In particular, this
will be asked with reference to
Dhaka, the capital city. This
question deserves serious con-
sideration.

Let's first look at the experi-
ence so far. It is true that
Greater Dhaka Embankment
has been partially successful
this year in reducing flood in
the south and southwestern
parts of the city, But, as a whole,
the embankment could not save
Dhaka from flood. In [fact,
flooding in northern parts of
the city has been more serious
in this year than in 1988. Thus,
efforts to save one part of
Dhaka have aggravated flood in

othef RABankmehnt enthusiast

may nevertheless say that what
is necessary is to extend the
embankment to cover northern
fringes of the city as well. [n
that way, the entire Dhaka will
be cordoned off, and there will
be no more flood within the
city! In other words, the pro-
posal is to make Dhaka into
another DND.

But. the experience of DND
already tells us what the conse-
quences of this are Fﬂing to be.
As in DND, this will encourage
below flood level dwelling con-
struction, something that has
already happened in Moham-
madpur and other parts of the
city that are close to but inside
of the embankment. With the
entire city cordoned. this will
become rampant.

[n 1988, DND embankments
were almost giving way. This
year the problem became even
more serious, and DND resi-
dents started evacuating. Com-
pared to DND, greater Dhaka is
many times larger. If such a
large area is cordoned off, the
pressure on the embankments
will be immense. and it will be

just a question ol time before
one day these cimbankments

will give way.

If in order to minimize the
pressure. the cordon is kept
small, then, given the explosive
growth rate, Dhaka's popula-
tion will soon overflow the cor-
don. In fact, the cordon will

.only hasten this process by at-

tracting more peaple to the
‘'safety’ of Dhaka. With time,
this will build into a major
source of conltlict between peo-
ple inside and those outside of
Dhaka cordon. Dhaka will be
like one of the medieval walled
cities, which ultimately col-
lapsed in the face of storming
unprivileged outsiders.

Conflict will arise in yet an-
other dimension. Dhaka's cor-
don will encourage all neigh-
boring cities and towns to have
their own cordons. If they prove
successful, then evtry{udy's
embankment will increase
pressure on everybody else’s
embankment. This self-defeat-
ing course of events will cer-
tainly lead to an eventual col-
lapse of the entire structure.

In short, given Bangladesh's
conditions, embankments are
not the way to 'save cities; in-
cluding Dhaka: This will not
solve the flood problem. On the
other hand, this will put Dhaka
in an even more risky situation
than DND. Do we want to face
the absurd Fmspect of evacua-
tionn of the huge population ol

Didadwhile, cordon will cre-
ale serious problems of
drainage and sanitation, simi-
lar to those that exist in DND.
Whenever the surroundin

river-level will rise, norma

gravity-flow drainage will have
to be replaced by drainage
thmu‘f,h pumps. For a large and
very densely populated city like
Dhaka, ancrin a country which
suffers from acute shortage of
ower, this is simply an out-
andish proposition.

Also, being cut off from
rivers, all surface water bodies
inside the city will gradually
become unhealthy and will
eventually die. The temperature
moderation effect the water
bodies will be lost. Dhaka will
become more arid, hot, and in-
hospitable,

us, in the interest of long-
term viability, Dhaka and
other cities of Bangladesh
should not try to cordon them-

selves. Like the rest of the
country, the cities will also
have tc live amicably with

rivers and benefit from them.
Being situated at the heart of
Bengal delta, Dhaka cannot
retenc to be Dallas of arid
exas. Just as the iron bridal
chamber could not save
Lakhindor from Manasa’'s
wrath, cordons, no matter how
strongly built, cannot keep
Dhaka out of mighty Bengal
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rivers’ reach. Cordons will o
make these rivers come wit
vengearnce,

ence, Dhaka has to be in

with rivers and not in

opposition to them. Instead of
severing connections with
rivers, she has to reestablish
and increase these connections.
There are examples of great
cities, like Amsterdam and
Venice, which have successfully
structured their life around wa-
ter. The extensive system of
canals and the connection with
rivers and sea have made both
these cities only more attrac-
tive. That is the direction in
which Dhaka has to move,

Thus Dhaka has to embark
on a major program to re-exca-
vale adjoining riverbeds, old
canals. and other water bodies.
Excavation will directly lead to
elevation. It is of course diffi-
cult to elevate the ground level
of the dwellings that are alrea
in place. But the approach wil
certainly lead to higher el-

~evation of the new ones.

There were many canals in
Dhaka city datin& ack to the
Mughal period. Some of them
were natural; others were dug
under official patronage. In-
stead of preserving and extend-
ing these, we have successfully
obliterated them from the face
of the town. (Just try to find
Dholal Khal any more!} What is
needed is to restore these canals
and construct rew ones.

What is more important,
while cordon-strategy puts
Dhaka in conflict with the rest
of the country, opening-up
strategy will put Dhaka in soli-
darity with the rest. Under this
strategy, flood control efforts of
the cities and the rural areas
will be complementary to each
other. Re-excavation and other
uﬁcning up measures all across
the country will certainly re-
duce flood-pressure on Dhaka
city. In particular, re-excava-
tion of rivers in the western and
southwestern districts will let
large volume of water to move
to the sea along channels west
of Goalondo. This will be of sig-
nificant hel to Dhaka.
Dhaka's own ellorts at creating
more passage and storage of wa-
ter will help mitigate flood in
the adjoining and downstream
areas. Instead of getting mired
in conflict, the whole coun
will then unite in dealing wit
flood. That is certainly the way

Lo Conclusions

In conclusion, therefore, we
can clearly say that Bangladesh
has been wrong in emphasizing
embankments in her efforts to
control flood. Fundamental
;]qenghysical facts regardin
and and rivers of Banglades
and the future trends do not
agree with the embankment ap-
proach. Instead, the deltaic
conditions of the country de-
mand that Bangladesh adopts
the opening up strategy. This
strategy i1s based on the time-
honored principle by which our
ancestors have lived in this
country for centuries, namely
‘live with rivers and benefit
from them." The main compo-
nents of this strategy are re-ex-
cavation of riverbeds and other
surface water bodies, mini-
mization of obstruction on the
floodplains, increasing the ele-
vation of rural and urban
dwellings, restoration of wa-
terways and water-transporta-
tion, and promotion of rural
settlement consolidation
around permanent flood shel-
ters.

The o ing up strat wins
over the Eﬁlnbaﬁkr?]en{ a;%?rnach
on all four counts. It preserves
the nurturing effects of regular
river-inundation. it mitigates

flood. it does npl create a ris
sitiiation and does not bring

new problems of drainage and
sanitation, and it does not lead
o waste.

However, despite these clear
advantages, adoption of the
opening up strategy will not be
easy. Inertia of entrenched be-
liefs and powerful vested inter-
ests make this an uphill strug-

e,

& However, flood control is too
important an issue to be given
up. People of Bangladesh who
are not caught up with any
vested interest, and can look at
the problem with open mind,
will Eave to come forward. The
public has to be made aware of
the pros and cons of alternative
fl control approaches. There
is too much ol misconception
and ignorance about various
aspects of this issue, and this
makes it easy for interested cir-
cles to have their way.

This year's flood will again
lead to some discussion and ac-
tion. But, this should not again
become an affair of closed cir-
cles. The civil government
should open up this issue for
wide public discussion. People
with right ideas and with only

ater interests of the country
in mind will have to participate
in this discussion. Let us hope
that through the combined ef-
forts of all, Bangladesh will fi-
nally be able to correct the di-
rection of her tfll-nuﬂd E;:nntrgl ci;_—
forts. Thro e pain and sul-
ferings ul'l:ﬁ?s year's flood, let
us hope that something good
will come out. Let us not enter a
new millennium on a Wrong

course.

NABLE to see women
[J crying in a corner at a
funeral, early this year, a
local Turkish religious leader
asked them to join the men in
rayer, inside the mosque.
gcfnrc he knew it, he had
become a national sensation;
the government of the secular
state, which is busy warding off
strident opposition by the
fundamentalist Islamic
Welfare Party, made a call for
the admi?aiun of women into
mosqu.es for prayers.
‘ﬁnu h lﬁplargcis the domi-
nant religion in Turkey, the

ernment, and local religious
leaders are appointed by the

| country boasts a secular gov-

A Prayer f5r Change

overnment's Department of
ligious Affairs. One day after
the local mufti's action, the
resident of Turkey attended a
uneral prayer which had a
woman sit in the front row,
Not only that, the Depart-
ment of Religious Affairs has
suggested the inclusion of
women in mosques for Friday
prayers as well as the Ramadan
rayers. Warding off protests
rom conservative quarters, the
Dean of the theological faculty
at Istanbul University too has
supported the government s ¢all
by stressing that "this was the
practice in the lifetime of the

ophet.”
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