
 1 

The Ordeals to Have Due Share of 

Transboundary River Water 
 

Miah Muhammad Adel, P. O. Box 4941, University of 

Arkansas at Pine Bluff, Pine Bluff, AR 71601, USA, e-

mail: adelm@uapb.edu 

 

Abstract. The article studies over 100 meetings between 

India and Bangladesh, the resulting temporary water-

sharing agreements on the Ganges water, and the Indian 

grand river networking plan and its potential downstream 

impact. The Indian Ganges branch, the Hugli, lost its 

navigability because of dam constructions on its tributaries. 

India then constructed the Farakka Barrage on the Ganges 

to divert the Bangladesh Ganges water to the Hugli. India 

broke the agreement of a 41-day test-run of the barrage in 

April -May 1975, and unilaterally diverted water till the end 

of 1977 when a 5-year treaty was signed after raising the 

issue to the UN General Assembly that prompted Indian 

dailiesô heinous comments against Bangladesh. Later, two 

memoranda of understanding were signed by the two 

governments in 1982 and 1985. Unilateral water diversion 

continued from 1988 through 1996 toward the end of which 

a 30-year treaty was signed. Unilateral water diversion 

from the downstream countryôs share is a gross violation of 

human rights, and the procrastination in a permanent water 

sharing treaty along with a subcontinental scale river 

networking plan is downstream ecosystem-destructive.  For 

the ecosystemôs survivability, UN should mediate 

transboundary water conflicts.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

India and Bangladesh have 58 transboundary rivers. The 

major ones are the Ganges, the Brahmaputra, the Surma-

Meghna, the Teesta, and the Atrai. These are shown in Fig. 

1. About 50% of the transboundary rivers, marked in 

yellow, have one or more upstream water diversion 

constructions on them.  

Indian government destroyed the flushing power of the 

tributaries of the Hugli with the constructions of dams and 

reservoirs in their basins (Fig. 1). She then constructed the 

Farakka Barrage on the Ganges to divert the water flowing 

through Bangladesh.  

More than 100 meetings were held between the disputing 

parties before a 30-year treaty was signed in 1996 prior to 

which unilateral diversion of water by India dominated.  

Permanent settlements were reached on the Indus basin 

(Pakistan-India), the Mekong basin (six nations), the 

Orontes river (Syria-Lebanon), the Rio Grande and the 

Colorado River (USA and Mexico), the Vardar/Axois River 

(Macedonia and Greece), but not the Ganges River even 

after the world record break number of meetings between 

the parties (Goodman, 1997; Haque, 2003). 

 

The article focuses on (1) the world record number of 

meetings toward a permanent water-sharing treaty, (2)  

resulting shorter-term water-sharing treaties , and (3) the 

Indian grand river networking plan that reflects the Indian 

hegemony of transboundary river control. The article urges 

the UN mediation in all transboundary river conflicts. 
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he UN to mediate all transboundary water conflict issues 

existing among different nations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. The yellow-marked transboundary rivers face one or 

more water diversion constructions upstream in India  
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METHODOLOGY  

 

Review of  Meetings during Pakistan Period (1952-70) 

In October 1951, Indian dailies flashed the news of the 

Farakka barrage upon the Ganges to divert water 

 

Correspondences: 

 

Pakistanôs Letter                           Indian Response 

29 October 1951 protest                 8 March 1952 

8 May 1952                                     22 May 1953 

14 September 1954 

 

Meetings: 
#   Level of Meeting   Place                    Duration                   

1
st
   Expert    New Delhi  28 June ï 3 July 1960 

2
nd

  Expert            Dhaka  1-3 October 1960 

3
rd

   Expert   Calcutta   28-30 April 1961 

4
th

   Expert   Dhaka  27 Dec ï 8 Jan. 1962 

5
th 

  Expert  New Delhi  13 -26 May 1968 

 

6
th

  Secretary  New Delhi  9-19 December 1968 

7
th

 Secretary  Islamabad 21-25 May 1969 

8
th

 Secretary  New Delhi  15-26 July 1969 

9
th

 Secretary  Islamabad 24 Feb.ï2 March ó70  

10
th

 Secretary  New Delhi  16-21 July 1970 

In the meantime, India finished the construction of the 

Farakka Barrage. What remained to be done was the 

construction of the feeder canal (Sattar, 1996, 1998).  

 

The problem lingered because of the lack of Indian 

goodwill.  The results of Indian punishment to Bangladesh 
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have been published in a number of articles (Adel, 1999, 

2001, 2002, 2003, 2005).      

 

Review of Marathon Meetings during Bangladesh 

Period (1971 -   ) 
 

During 26 ï 29 April 1972, the irrigation ministers of 

Bangladesh and India held discussion in Dhaka on the 

proposed joint river commission (JRC).  
 

#   Level of Meeting   Place                    Duration                   

1
st
 JRC   New Delhi  25-26 June 1972 

2
nd

 JRC   Dhaka  28-30 Sept. 1972 

3
rd

 JRC   New Delhi  11-13 December 1972 

4
th

 JRC   Dhaka  29-31 March 1973 

5th JRC   Dhaka  27 May 1973 

 

6th Ministers  New Delhi 16-17 July 1973 

7th JRC   New Delhi 19-21 July 1973 

8th JRC   Dhaka  8-10 Nov. 1973 

9th Ministers  Dhaka  10-15 Feb. 1974                                     

10th JRC   New Delhi 28 Feb.-2 Marô74 

 

11th Premiers  New Delhi 12-16 May 1974 

12th JRC   Dhaka  6-12 June 1974 

 

Indian side raised the absurd link canal (Fig. 2) proposal to 

divert 2,830 cu m/s of water from the Brahmaputra to the 

Ganges in the meeting.  

Bangladesh side opposed it and proposed for the 

construction of reservoirs in India and Nepal.  
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Fig. 2 Indian proposed link canal (following B. M. Abbas ) 
 

13th JRC   Calcutta  17 July 1974 

14th JRC   Dhaka  28 Aug. -2 Sepô74 

15th  JRC   New Delhi 28 Sep- 4 Oct ó74 

Postponed  Dhaka  16-20 Nov. 1974 

16th JRC   New Delhi 31 Decó74-7 Jan ó75 

17th Ministers  New Delhi 24-25 Feb. 1975 

Postponed        Dhaka  16-18 April 1975  

 

Bangladesh agreed to let India test run the Farakka Barrage 

for 41 days in April-May 1975. India, however, continued 

unilateral withdrawal beyond that time.  

 
#   Level of Meeting   Place                    Duration                   

 

18th JRC   Dhaka  19-21 June 1975 
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19th  Indian Represent. Dhaka  18-22 June 1976 

20th Ministers  New Delhi  7-10 Sept. 1976 

21st UNO  New York  23 Sepï26 Nov ó76 

On 23 September 1976, Bangladesh raised the Farakka 

issue in the 31st UN General Assembly.  

 

22nd Ministers  Dhaka   6-9 December 1976 

23rd Ministers  Dhaka   14-16 Jan. 1977 

24th Ministers  New Delhi  21-22 January 1977 

25th Ministers  Dhaka   15-18 April 1977 

 

26th High Level Dhaka   18 April 1977 

27th Officials  New Delhi  6-11 May 1977 

28th Officials  Dhaka   28 Jul 6-Aug 1977 

29st Officials  New Delhi  20-30 Sept 1977 

30th Ministers  Dhaka   5 November 1977 

Temporary Water Treaty signed. The dry season water 

sharing is shown in Table 1 below.  

Bangladesh was subjected to heinous comments by the 

dailies published from Calcutta - the Anandbazar on 

August 28, 29, 1978; the Satyakatha on August 8, 1980; the 

Zugantar on January 12, 1981, etc. etc. ï after signing the 

treaty.  

 

31st President-Premier New Delhi 19 December 1977 

32nd  JRC   Dhaka    20-24 Jan 1978 

33rd JRC   New Delhi  5 ï 11 July 1978 

34th JRC   Dhaka   6 Nov, 8-10 Decô78 

35th President-Premier Dhaka  16 April 1979 

 

36th JRC   New Delhi  8-12 May 1979 
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Postponed   JRC Dhaka   16-20 Nov. 1979 

37th JRC   New Delhi  20-29 Feb 1980 

Postponed   JRC New Delhi  26-28 April 1980 

38th JRC   Dhaka   9-11 July 1980 

39th JRC   New Delhi  29 Augï1Sep 1980 

 

40th Ministers  Dhaka   5-7 Nov 1980 

41st Ministers  New Delhi  6-9 Jan 1981 

42nd Ministers  Dhaka   2-4 April 1981 

43rd Forgn. Mnstrs. New Delhi  11-13 Sep 1981 

44th JRC   Dhaka   26-28 Feb 1982 

45th Ministers  New Delhi  25-29 Jun 1982 

 

46th JRC   Dhaka   28 Aug 1982 

47th Ministers  Dhaka   30-31 Aug 1982 

48th President-Premier New Delhi  6-9 October 1982 

49th JRC   New Delhi  22-24 Dec 1982 

50th JRC   Dhaka   2-4 Feb 1983 

 

Postponed  JRC New Delhi  22-24 Feb 1983 

51st JRC   Dhaka   18-20 July 1983 

52nd JRC   New Delhi  13-15 Feb 1984 

Postponed  JRC Dhaka   29-31 Mar 1984 

53rd JRC   New Delhi  14-16 Dec 1984 

54th JRC   Dhaka   2-4 June 1985 

55th President-Premier Nasaw, Bahamas 18 October 1985 

 

56th Ministers  New Delhi  18-22 Nov 1985 

57th Joint Experts Committee  Dhaka 16-18 Jan 1986 

58th JEC   New Delhi  27-28 Feb 1986 

59th JEC   Dhaka   2-3 July 1986 
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60th JEC   New Delhi   4-5 Aug 1986 

 

61st JEC   Dhaka   25-26 Aug 1986 

62nd Ministers  Dhaka   27-28 Aug 1986 

63rd JEC   New Delhi  3-4 October 1986 

64th JEC   Kathmandu, Nepal  29-31 Oct 1986 

65th Ministers  New Delhi  13 Nov 1986 

 

66th President-Premier Bangalore, India 17 Nov 1986 

67th Foreign Ministers Dhaka  6 Jan 1987 

68th Foreign Ministers Kathmandu 17 Jan 1987 

69th JEC   Dhaka   3-4 May 1987 

70th Ministers  New Delhi  10 May 1987 

 

71st JRC   New Delhi  11 May 1987 

72nd JEC   New Delhi  20-21 Nov 1987 

73rd President-Premier New Delhi  29 Sep 1988 

No treaty was operational during 1988-96. India 

unilaterally withdrew the Ganges water during the dry 

season for those eight straight years causing ecocide in 

Bangladsh (Adel, 1999, 2001, 2003, 2005).  

 

74th Ministers  Dhaka    16-18 Feb 1990 

75th JRC   New Delhi  18-19 April 1990 

 

76th Secretaries Dhaka   21 June 1990 

77th JRC   Dhaka   21-22 Jun 1990   

78th Secetaries New Delhi  2-3 Oct 1990 

79th Secretaries Dhaka   23-24 April 1991 

80th Secretaries New Delhi  27 August 1991 
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81st Secretaries New Delhi  10-11 Oct 1991 

82nd Secretaries Dhaka   2 Feb 1992 

83rd Secretaries New Delhi  21-22 April 1992 

84th Premiers  New Delhi  26-28 May 1992 

85th Ministers  Dhaka   26-27 Aug 1992 

 

86th JEC   Dhaka   30-31 Mar 1993 

87th Premiers  Dhaka   11 April 1993 

88th Premiers  Kathmandu  23 Nov 1993 

89th Premiers  New Delhi  2-4 May 1995 

90th Foreign Secretaries New Delhi 4 May 1995 

 

91st Secretaries Dhaka   24 Jun 1995 

92nd Foreign Sec. Dhaka   5-7 July 1996 

93rd Secretaries New Delhi  6-9 Aug 1996 

94th Ministers  Dhaka   6-9 Sep 1996 

95th Ministers  Calcutta   17 Sep 1996 

 

96th Experts  Calcutta   27-28 Sep 1996 

97th Ministers  New Delhi  29 Oct-2 Nov 1996 

98th Ministers  New Delhi  9-11 Nov 1996 

99th Premiers  Rome   17 Nov 1996 

100th Ministers Dhaka   27 Nov-2 Dec 1996 

 

101st Secretaries New Delhi  4 Dec 1996 

102nd Premiers  New Delhi  10-12 Dec 1996 

A 30-Year Water Treaty Signed     

At last, after 21 years of procrastination on the Indian side, 

a water treaty was signed between the two governments 

just for 30 years.  
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The table 1 below shows the Indiaôs share of water has 

been consistently increasing and that of Bangladesh 

decreasing.  

                                       Table 1 

 

Withdrawal    Ad hoc         5-Year Treaty     30-Year Treaty 

Period           Agreement          1977-82              1977-82 

                  4/21-5/31/75      Nov 1977-82      Jan 1997-2027  

                       (m3/s)                (m3/s)                   (m3/s)                           

April 21-30      311                    566                    735.6 

May  01-10      340                    608.5                 990.5 

May 11- 20      424.5                 679.2                 1,092 

May 21- 30      452.8                 757                    1,132 

 

The discharges in the Ganges up to the treaty time are 

shown in Fig. 3.  

The treaty lacks a guaranty clause for the fair share of 

Bangladesh. If the discharge at the Farakka point drops 

below 1,500 m3/s, the treaty will not work and the two 

countries have to meet an unknown number of times to 

come to a settlement during which India will have the 

opportunity to withdraw water unilaterally. 

 

The two treaties of 1977 and 1996 have been compared in 

Figs. 4a and 4b. Whereas the average flow through the 

Bhagirathi is increasing for India, it is decreasing through 

the Bangladesh Ganges in the dry season.  
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Fig. 3. The dwindling flow in the Ganges in Bangladesh 

has lost 60% of her virgin flow. 
 

Unsettled Transboundary Water Issues 

 

More than 25 rivers, marked in yellow in Fig. 1, face one or 

more water diversion constructions on their upstream in 

India. India built the Tista Barrage at Gazaldoba in the 

district of Jalpaiguri with which she diverts 42.5 m3/s of 

water from the Tista into the Mahananda (Fig. 1) in the dry 

season.  
 

India constructed two dams at 30 km apart upon the 

Mahananda River (Figs. 1 and 2). A 42-km long canal from 

the dam site links the Teesta and the Mahananda rivers, and 

India diverts water from the Mahananda during the dry 

season.   


