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Tipaimukh: Disaster or opportunity?

In conclusion, | would like to reiterate that we should not
hesitate to say "no to Tipaimukh" if it conflicts with our overall
national interest. That is a national consensus. However,
before saying so, let us examine and explore whether the

Tipaimukh Projectis really a disaster oran opportunity.

# M.A QUASSEM

lot is being said about
Tipaimukh and its impact on
Bangladesh; so much so that

people really feel threatened and are
worried by the extent to which the
highest-degree-adjectives and
expressions are being used by many

(including "water-experts,” opinion

leaders, and political leaders) about

its disastrous impacts.

The situation has been worsened by
the style in which India has decided to
start construction of adamon a trans-
boundary river (Barak-Surma) with-
out taking Bangladesh into confi-
dence and without signing any agree-
ment with Bangladesh on sharing the
water of Barak-Surma River.

I do express my concerns with the
feelings of the people, but have strong
reason to doubt the sweeping remarks
and frightening statements being
made by many, as those are not sup-

. ported by data and information.

In this respect, 1 refer to two
reports: (1) Northeast Regional Water
Management Plan (NRWMP) (Sep-
tember 1993) and (2) Northeast
Regional Model (NERM) (Final
Report, March 1995), which were
prepared under the Flood Action Plan
(FAP-6).

In connection with preparation of
the NRWMP, the Tipaimukh Project
(dam and barrage) was also studied,
which was supported by running a
mathematical model. The findings of
the ‘mathematicai modeband - the
reports are contrary to what many
people are writing and saying.

While some people say that there
will be a catastrophic disaster (moha
biporjaya) if the Tipaimukh Project is
implemented; and that the dam will
have a devastating impact on
Bangladesh, both in the dry and the
wet seasons, findings of the simula-
tion study by mathematical model
suggest the following:

During an average flow year

Dry season flows will be increased
substantially: Increase in dry season
water levels would also occur on the
Kushiyara and Surma rivers (for exam-
ple, water levels during March should
increase by 1.5 m at Sherpur). These
increased dry season flows will pro-
vide benefits for navigation, irriga-
tion, and fisheries, but could also
reduce drainage from some areas.
(NRWMP, September 1993, p.92).
Flood flows on the Barak river will be
moderated: The corresponding water
levels at Amalshid (on the Indian side)
would be reduced by about 1.6m.
Similar changes would be expected
along the Kushiyara and upper Surma
rivers. This should reduce the fre-
quency of spills from the Kushiyara
and upper Surma rivers, reduce the
extent of inundation in the Sylhet
basin and reduce channel erosion and
sediment transport rates along the
two rivers. (ibid, p.91)

Effect of dam failure by
earthquake

The Tipaimuk dam is located in a
sensitive earthquake zone. (ibid, p.46)
Assuming a flooded area of 100 km by
100 km and a released volume of 10
km3, the average depth of flooding is
estimated to be 1.0 m above the ambi-
ent flood level. (ibid, p.48, 49)

The flood peak at Amalshid will
occurapproximately two to three days
after the dam fails, and flooding will
cotiinde ‘for ' 10' days 6t riore.” The

flood wave will require approximately
24 hours to reach Amalshid.(ibid,
p-48)

The probability of dam break fail-
ure is low based on the history. of
observed failures and the type of fill
material, but some allowance must be
made for earthquakes and the possi-
bility of operational errors. (ibid, p.47)
Dr. Zahiruddin Ahmed, Professor of
BUET, in a recent interview, also said

thatitwas possible.

There are references to the
Tipaimukh Project in several places in
the reports, but none of those con-
flicts with what has been cited above. |
don't like to over-emphasise the find-
ings of the model study as the report

~ suggests: "Assessment of the impacts

is preliminary as it is based on sketchy
information regarding the design and
operation of the project (NERM, Final
Report, p.75)." Nevertheless, referring
to the model study is more logical and
convincing than making notional
statements.

Effecton the eco-system

Many "experts” have stated that the
impact of the project will be cata-
strophic for the eco-system of haor
areas and the north-eastern region;
but there is no mention about the
impact of the Tipaimukh Project on
the eco-system in the NRWMP, 1993. |
cannot imagine that the study would
have missed addressing the impact of
the project on the eco-system, had it
been so disastrous. [ also cannotimag-
ine that there was no capable environ-
mentalist in the consultancy team or
in the panel of experts to point out this
veryimportantaspect,

Here, I want to make a general
remark. Some people mentioned that
the US has stopped building dams. It's
true -- the US and big donors are
against building dams; but it has
reasons other than the interest of
developing countries or protecting
nature.

The two reports mentioned above
are not confidential. Unfortunately,
they are rotting in darkness when the
issue is being discussed with all seri-
ousness. Even Dr. Ainun Nishat, who
was a member of the panel of experts
for the FAP studies, and Mr. Tauhidul
Anwar Khan, former member of the
Indo-Bangladesh Joint Rivers
Commission, 'did not refer to those
reports when they spoke on the
Tipaimukh Project. Somebody may
argue that that study is 15 years old,
but this does not justify the sweeping
remarks and the frightening state-
ments. About the data and informa-
tion, the report mentions that "infor-
mation obtained through the Joint
Rivers Commission provides a mini-
mally adequate description of the
project which has been used to make

preliminary assessments of impacts
onthe region (NRWMP, p.91)."

Now the question is: How should
the Tipaimukh Project issue be han-
dled?

Firstly, a brief look at history may
be useful. After formation of the
Indo-Bangladesh Joint River
Commission, the first meeting was
held in the backdrop of a heavy flood
in the Assam and Sylhet region. The
two countries agreed to form a Study
Group "to assess immediately the
flood situation in the Sylhet area of
Bangladesh, in Cachar district and
other adjoining areas in India in
order to formulate short-term and
long-term measures for reducing the
flood damage in the region. In this
connection, the commission noted
that a project for the construction of
a storage reservoir on the Barak river
had been investigated. The commis-
sion felt that this was a useful project
and formulation of this project
should be expedited, taking into
consideration conditions in
Bangladesh (first meeting of the
Indo-Bangladesh Joint Rivers
Commission, New Delhi, June 25-26,
1972)."

Some preparatory work for the
joint study was also started. Later,
things did not proceed as they should
have.

In 1978, the Tipaimukh Project
came to Bangladesh's knowledge. It
transpires from various articles that
India went ahead without involving
Bangladesh. That was not what India
should have done from a good neigh-
bour's point of view. It also transpires
that the Bangladesh governments and
the "knowledgeable quarters” did not
do enough on the issue. Now, India is
reported to be ready to take-off.

Secondly, Bangladesh had been
working for river-basin development,
co-operdtioniamong the co-riparian
countries, and construction of reser-
voirs (dams) upstream for flood regu-
lation and irrigation. Over the last
decade, strong forums have emerged
to try to push the water issues --
although it is not an easy task. The
water forums are strongly promoting
the issues that Bangladesh has been
pursuing forlong.

The Ministerial Declaration of the
World Water Forum in Istanbul (March
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SHAFIQUL ISLAM KAJOU DRIK NEWS

Let us have a reasoned discussion, based on the facts.

16-23) states:

"We will take, as appropriate, con-
crete and tangible steps to improve
and promote co-operation on sus-
tainable use and protection of trans-
boundary water resources through
coordinated action of riparian states,
in conformity with existing agree-
ments and/or other relevant arrange-
ments, taking into account the inter-
ests of all riparian states concerned.
We will work to strengthen existing
institutions and develop new ones, as
appropriate and if needed, and imple-
ment instruments for improved man-
agement of trans-boundary rivers
(para 16).

"We resolve to develop, implement
and further strengthen transnational,
national and/or sub-national plans
and programs to anticipate and
address the possible impacts of global
change. Investment efforts to estab-
lish necessary infrastructure, to
increase storage need to be scaled up,
taking into account water efficiency
(para9).”
~ On the above premise, even at this
stage, having no malice tnwarﬁj Ipafa
for its unilaterally going-ahead atti-
tude, I think most people will agree
with me that we should consider the
Tipaimukh Project from our national
interest. Ifit does not conflict with our
national interest why should we
oppose it, and if there is any opportu-
nity why should we not try to reap
benefit from it? Anyway, itdepends on
co-operation, frank discussion and
negotiation between the two coun-

tries. For that matter, we need to ana-
lyse, study and evaluate all aspects of
the project.

There is no better way than that
India gives us the necessary reports,
data and information for our evalua-
tion; otherwise, we have to do it with
whatever data and information we
have and can generate. We need to
ensure that both the countries bene-
fit, and that there is a win-win situa-
tion. This approach is supported by
the initiative taken in 1972 and the
1993 Northeast Regional Water
Management Plan, which suggests in
its Development Strategy:

"In particular, in some cases, it
would be in Bangladesh's interest to
invest in upstream catchment pro-
jects (outside Bangladesh) in return
for some control over water flows
from catchment areas outside
Bangladesh. Because of the region's
location, such actions would have a
particularly high incidence if impact
in regional development (p.103,
104)."

511110 conglusion, | would like torgjter- l

ate that we should net hesitate tg'say |
"no to Tipaimukh" if it conflicts with
our overall national interest. That is a
national consensus. However, before
saying so, let us examine and explore
whether the Tipaimukh Projectis really
a disaster or an opportunity. I think
there can be a consensus on this also.

Dr. M. A. Quassem is former Director General, Water
Resources Planning Organization, Minstry of Water
Resources, Government of Bangladesh

Tier game of US State Department

The US State Department downgraded Bangladesh to Tier 2
Watch List from Tier 2 in their Trafficking in Persons Report
2009, through a system that ranks countries whose
governments do not fully comply with the Trafficking Victims
Protection Act's minimum standards, but are making
significant efforts to comply with those standards
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HE US State Department
downgraded Bangladesh to
Tier 2Watch List from Tier 2 in

l *zheir Trafficking in Persons Report

2009, through a system that ranks
countries whose governments do not
fully comply with the Trafficking
Victims Protection Act's minimum
standards, but are making significant
efforts to comply with those
standards.

This Tier 2 Watch List is just one
step short of the most heinous one --
Tier 3 -- that automatically makes a
country vulnerable to different sanc-
tions imposed by the US. As a labour-
sending country we are in the same
branded category as India,
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and
47 other countries.

In the diagnosis part of the report, it
says that a significant number of
trafficking victims are people going
abroad on "fraudulent employment
offers” and landing up with "forced
labour or debt bondage.” It says that
boys and girls are trafficked within a
country for sexual exploitation,
bonded labour and forced labour.
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Some children are even sold by their
parents, while others succumb to
fraud and physical coercion.

They categorically branded BAIRA,
trade-body of over 700 recruiting agen-
cies, for trafficking of people through
legal channels to Middle East countries
and Malaysia at placement cost of
$1,235 -- sometimes more. They get as
low a salary as $100-150 per month,
which, as per ILO report, compels
them to bonded labour or forced
labour. It also mentions some NGOs'
reports on recruitment fraud and false
contractsleadingto labour trafficking.

The US State Department sug-
gested integration of objectives in
anti-trafficking policies and pro-
grams, and increased criminal prose-
cution and punishment for all forms
of trafficking, including fraudulent
overseas recruitment, etc.

Interestingly, nowhere did US itself
figure in the Tier list. They branded
173 countries, including even their
close ally UK, at Tier 1, but not them-
selves. In the briefing ceremony on
June 16, Ambassador Luis CdeBaca, a
director of the State Department,
simply mentioned that US's traffick-
ing scenario had been placed in their

Congress.

This double standard, separating
US from the rest of the world, caused
retorts from leaders across the globe,
Kuwaiti National Assembly Speaker
Jassem Al-Khorafi made a statement
on June 18 harshly criticising the
United States for placing Kuwait in
Tier 3. "I have repeatedly said that
Kuwait is not a country of angels, but
what hurts me is that the United
States thinks itself to be a country of
angels,” al-Khorafi told reporters.

He went on to say that the report

depicted Kuwait wrongly, stating that
the US "is not the world's police and
not a guardian of the world." Many
world leaders share such a sentiment.

The history of US does not give it the
right to be the moral guardian of the
world. Settlers from Europe, mostly
political outcasts, did away with the
Red Indians in no time. To see Red
Indians now we have to visit enclaves
that are more like zoos. Illegal torture
in Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, kill-
ing of hundreds of thousands of inno-
cent people in Iraq andAfghanistan,

. sending suspects for torture to Syria
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(whom they now place inTier-3), secret
detention camps in Europe, etc., are
but few examples of abuse of humanity
by US. This self-proclaimed guardian-
ship and unsolicited sermons are not
looked atwith love and affection.

No countryin the world, beitdemo-
cratic or totalitarian, supports human
trafficking, and countries like ours are
striving hard touphold human dignity
even with all our limitations. The tone
and tenor of Trafficking in Persons
Report of the US State Department
seems to convey that Bangladesh,
especially its recruiting agencies, is
primarily engaged in human traffick-
ing and that the 6.5 million expatri-
ates sent by the agents are trafficked.
That trafficking in the guise of legal
migration is the order of the day is

%being actively propagated by our
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NGOs.

That people from Bangladesh are
going on jobs abroad under an
accountable legal regime, that our
embassies in destination countries,
equipped with legal retainers, are
primarily mandated to look after
expatriates, that the country has
enough legal instruments and capa-
bilities to address genuine cases of
trafficking, that recruiting agents are
operating and accountable under
Emigration Ordinance 1982, that the
Bureau of Manpower Employment &
Training (BMET) is scrutinising each
and every migrant and giving pre-
departure briefing, did not, surpris-
ingly, have any effecton the report.

The branding game is not without

reason. With the motivated feedbacks
from cohorts in NGOs, they need to
belittle countries trying to break out
from poverty and deprivation, to keep
them on tenterhooks so that the US
can rule the world by proxy. A
resounding answer is always given by
China (placed in Tier 2 Watch List).
With their thousands of years of wis-
dom, they simply give a damn to the
branding ploy of Uncle Sam.

Itis high time for the government to
take a new look at our rights-based
NGOs. Knowingly and unknowingly,
they blow up minor issues out of pro-
portion, instigate garments and expa-
triate workers, feed half-truths to
branding agencies like the US State
Department, Human Rights
Commission, etc.

In their urge to win projects and
funds, they hardly keep the interest of
the country in mind. We have wit-
nessed how they financed and organ-
ised sit-in demonstrations of returned
migrant workers in the lounge of the
airport, even after the government's
and BAIRA's assurances of compensa-
tion.

The growth of NGOs in Bangladesh

was stupendous and, at present, for

every 19,000 people there is one NGO.
Unless something is done to contain
NGOs, Bangladesh will very soon say
goodbye to two sectors -- garments
and manpower -- where we are compet-
itive in the global market. Moreover, we
will continue to face branding irrita-
tions from guardian angels.

Mr. Abdul Alim is a manpower exporter
E-mail: satrading8@yahoo.com.




