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2025, water demand will increase to 274 million acre-feet (MAF), whereas the supply 

will stay stagnant at 191 MAF. The IMF argues that Pakistan’s canal water is 

underpriced, and there is poor cost recovery, resulting in inefficient water usage (IMF, 

2015). The NITI Aayog report for 2018 stated that India is experiencing the worst water 

crisis in its history, and by 2030, 40% of its population will have no access to drinking 

water. By 2020, 21 Indian cities (like New Delhi, Chennai, Hyderabad, and Bengaluru) 

will run out of groundwater (NITI Aayog, 2018). In southwest Bangladesh, due to 

increased salinity (as a result of climate change), 2.5 million poor people are 

experiencing water shortage for drinking and irrigation purposes (World Bank, 2018d)). 

The number of people experiencing water shortage due to salinity is projected to increase 

anywhere from 2.9 million to 5.2 million by 2050 (World Bank, 2018d). The 

multifaceted impact of water scarcity has the potential to ignite conflicts in the region. 

This is compounded by the fact that the major rivers of the region, like the Indus River, 

the Brahmaputra River, and the Ganges River are all transboundary.  

Security in South Asia  

Previously, I mentioned human security’s increased importance in the post-Cold 

War world. When looking at South Asia, it would seem that the various areas covered by 

the idea of human security plague this region daily. The region is densely populated with 

around 375 people living per square kilometer of land in 2017 (World Bank, 2018a). 

Poverty is a major problem faced by millions of South Asians. For example, in 2016, 

around 24.1 million Bangladeshis lived at the international poverty line (USD 1.90 at 

2011 PPP), while the number was 175.7 million and 7.5 million for India and Pakistan, 
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respectively (World Bank, 2018b). A significant portion of this population does not have 

access to nutritious food, health care, and yes, water. Admittedly, overall, South Asia has 

been experiencing high economic growth. According to the World Bank’s forecast in 

Table 1.2, this economic growth will continue (for most S. Asian countries) in the near 

future.  

Table 1.2 

Real GDP growth in South Asia. 

Real GDP 

growth in 

South Asia 

2016 2017 2018 (e/f) 2019 (f) 2020 (f) 

Afghanistan 

(CY) 

2.3 2.7 2.4 2.8 3.2 

Bangladesh 

(FY) 

7.1 7.3 7.9 7.0 6.8 

Bhutan (FY) 7.4 5.8 4.6 7.6 6.4 

India (FY) 7.1 6.7 7.3 7.5 7.5 

Maldives 

(CY) 

6.2 7.1 8.0 6.3 5.6 

Nepal (FY) 0.6 7.9 6.3 5.9 6.0 

Pakistan (FY, 

factor costs) 

4.6 5.4 5.8 4.8 5.2 



10 

 

Sri Lanka 

(CY) 

4.5 3.3 3.9 4.0 4.1 

CY: calendar year, FY: fiscal year, e: Estimate, f: Forecast 

Note. Retrieved from World Bank (2018c). 

However, strong economic growth does not mean that all sects of the population enjoy 

the benefits of that growth. Despite the challenges in the human security front, traditional 

security issues continue to eclipse human security-related issues (Yousaf, 2017). 

As a whole, traditional or realist concerns about power dominate the Asian 

political landscape (Buzan & Waever, 2003). This trend is more visible in South Asia. 

The nuclear rivalry between India and Pakistan tests the limits of balancing diplomacy 

and national security. The political and economic competition between India and China 

brings another great power to the geopolitical climate of the region. Pakistan’s national 

security policy is more focused on India, whereas India’s strategic focus is more on 

China (Klodknowski, 2016). The development of Pakistan’s nuclear program was a 

reaction to that of India. India, for its part, developed its nuclear program after the Sino-

Indian War of 1962. This war not only changed India’s more friendly stance toward 

China of the 1960s but also shifted the orientation of its nuclear program from being 

energy-oriented to security-oriented (Atomic Heritage Foundation, 2018). The Sino-

Indian War of 1962 created mistrust in India toward China, which continues to this day. 

Even though South Asia was not the juncture of global politics and economics after the 

Partition of 1947 and during most of the Cold War, the region indirectly became 
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entangled into the great power politics. Pakistan became a key U.S. ally during the Soviet 

occupation of Afghanistan and thus part of the Cold War politics (Buzan, Weaver, 2003). 

Despite Jawaharlal Nehru’s Non-Alignment Movement, India became a key Soviet ally 

in the region. Thus, the two regional rivals each aligned with one of the two Cold War 

superpowers.  

The U.S.-Pakistan alliance, as we know today, ascended to a new dimension after 

the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center and the War on Terror (WoT) in Afghanistan. 

Pakistan became a key U.S. partner in maintaining the region’s stability (and sustain U.S. 

efforts in Afghanistan) and eliminate terrorist hideouts in Pakistani territory. While U.S. 

and Pakistan remain allies to this day (however uneasy this alliance maybe), China has 

maintained a good relationship with the country as well. While Pakistan is a strategic ally 

for the U.S., China also considers the country a key regional ally. Chinese efforts to build 

the Gwadar Port in Pakistan is one way that China is trying to establish a secure trade 

passage to the Persian Gulf as part of its Belt Road Initiative. China is still heavily 

dependent on oil from the Middle Eastern states, thus building this port is crucial to 

China’s energy security (Klodkowsky, 2016). Also, the Port provides a solution to 

China’s “Malacca Dilemma” since the U.S. can block this strategic passage 

(Klodkowsky, 2016). In addition, Buzan and Weaver (2003) argue that by supporting 

Pakistan (politically and economically), China is helping to continue the Indo-Pak 

rivalry, which would keep India occupied with Pakistan and less focused on China. For 

Pakistan, the Gwadar Port is an economic boon. 
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Because of Pakistan’s strategic location and the development of the Pakistan-

China Economic Corridor (PCEC), Pakistani scholars argue that Pakistan can be the 

energy corridor to the entire South Asian region (Hassan, Afridi & Khan, 2017). 

However, becoming an energy corridor implies that Pakistan can provide regional 

leadership in this sector to coordinate actions and that it has the trust of the rest of the 

South Asian countries. Pakistan’s domestic political instability and economic woes 

reduce the chances of such leadership. The intense rivalry with India, along with anti-

Pakistani sentiments in Bangladesh means that there would not be much support from 

these countries. Also, Pakistan has maintained its image as an Islamic country, which 

does not have much appeal in other countries of the region except to some groups in 

Afghanistan and Bangladesh.  

Aside from the political and security dynamics between India, Pakistan, and 

China, Afghanistan has become another key player in the region. For Pakistan, 

Afghanistan is a place to consolidate its “geostrategic-depth” (Rabbani, 2011). According 

to Rabbani (2011), for Pakistan, Afghanistan is the territory where it can retreat in the 

case of an Indian invasion. Therefore, Pakistan understands the importance of 

maneuvering or intervening in Afghan affairs to keep its interests. For India, its economic 

aid, investments, and capacity building in Afghanistan helps it to keep the anti-Pakistan 

elements at bay and to exerts its political and economic dominance in the region 

(Rabbani, 2011). The latter reason is especially crucial for an aspiring regional hegemon. 

Since Pakistan cannot demonstrate its economic power in Afghanistan, given its 
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continual shaky economic performance, it can only resort to stirring up religious 

sentiments and radicalization (Rabbani, 2011).   

For Bangladesh, the security-related issues that are often discussed by the global 

media sources are related to climate change and environmental security. Geographically, 

Bangladesh is located near two global powers and three nuclear power states. Although 

Bangladesh’s military capabilities are not at the same level as that of India and China, 

domestically, it is facing several transnational threats like drug trafficking, human 

trafficking, and arms trafficking. According to a 2010 report by Bangladesh Institute of 

Peace and Security Studies (BIPSS), illegal arms are coming from places like Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, China, and several Southeast Asian countries. The report cites poor border 

management as one of the reasons why Bangladesh has become an attractive transit route 

for such activities. 

Along with drug trafficking, religious terrorism has become a security concern, 

especially after 9/11. Terrorist groups like Jamatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) and 

Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami Bangladesh (HuJI-B) are some notable terrorist groups. Groups 

like the HuJI-B also have connections to global terrorist groups like Al Qaeda (BIPSS, 

2010). Islamic zealotry existed during Bangladesh’s independence when some groups in 

the country opposed separation from Pakistan on religious grounds (Ganguly, 2019). 

These Islamic terrorist groups are deeply dissatisfied with Bangladesh’s current 

mainstream politics. Ganguly (2019) argues that after the unfair and questionable general 

election in December 2018, this dissatisfaction will increase and give these groups more 

ground in the country. In other words, Bangladesh’s own internal political conditions are 
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decaying democratic traditions and creating security concerns. The U.S. response to this 

controversial election has been lukewarm at best. India and China were among the first 

few countries to congratulate PM Sheikh Hasina of the Awami League for winning the 

third term. Both China and India are unlikely to encourage the promotion of democratic 

norms. For PM Narendra Modi, he aims to contain the expansion of Chinese influence in 

the country (Ganguly, 2019). Even with a female prime minister in charge, this election 

has tarnished Bangladesh’s moderate, progressive and democratic image in the Islamic 

world.  

Water security is another pressing threat identified by the BIPSS (2010). 

Internally water salinity, arsenic contamination are constant concerns. Internationally, 

domestic development plans of neighboring India can be a potential water security threat 

to Bangladesh, according to the report. The BIPSS (2010) report identified India’s 

proposed dam and river interlinking project as a project that will bring negative 

ecological changes. These changes will bring challenges that will increase the chances of 

inter/intrastate conflict if the states in the region do not address water security concerns 

conclusively (BIPSS, 2010). These security threats connect this small country to the 

wider security dynamics of the region.  

Conflict and Cooperation over Water in South Asia 

Due to the number of transboundary rivers, the region has a long history of water 

disputes as well as cooperation over sharing water. Several of these water-sharing treaties 

and agreements are bilateral understandings with India. For instance, the Indus River 

Treaty between India and Pakistan is longstanding in the region. The Treaty divides up 
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the Indus River and its five tributaries (Beas, Sutlej, Ravi, Jhelum, Chenab) and gives 

India the rights over the Beas, Sutlej, and Ravi rivers and Pakistan over the Jhelum, 

Chenab, and Indus rivers. After what some scholars consider a “rushed” Partition of 

1947, which omitted an agreement over the Indus River (Mehta, 1988), a dispute 

emerged between the newly born countries over the Indus River and its tributaries. For 

other scholars like Salman and Uprety (2002), the dispute over the Indus River water 

began as an inter-state conflict long before the Partition. After the Partition, Pakistan 

found itself downstream of five out of the six rivers. The situation was so urgent that East 

Punjab (India) and West Punjab (Pakistan) signed a short-term Standstill Agreement in 

December of 1947 to ensure water to West Punjab until the end of the harvest season 

(Salman & Uprety, 2002). At the end of the Standstill Agreement, the situation remained 

unresolved. David Lilienthal, the former Chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

tried to end the impasse and made a series of recommendations during his visit to the 

region in 1951 (Salman & Uprety, 2002). Subsequently, the World Bank offered its good 

offices to the countries. After some proposals and counterproposals by Pakistan and India 

and the World Bank’s suggestions, the Indus River Treaty was signed in 1960. It remains 

in effect to this day. 

Aside from Pakistan, India has multiple treaties with Nepal on the Kosi, Gandaki, 

and the Mahakali Rivers. Among the three, the Kosi Agreement is the earliest. The 

Agreement encompasses a multipurpose project that aims to work towards flood control, 

generate hydropower, and provide irrigation. The first version of the Agreement was 

signed in 1954. The 1954 Agreement was amended extensively, and a second version of 
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the Agreement was signed in 1966. The 1954 Agreement was heavily criticized by Nepali 

politicians who argued that the Agreement gave India extraterritorial rights for an 

indefinite period without giving Nepal a fair compensation (Salman & Uprety, 2002). It 

is noteworthy to mention that India is the lower riparian country on the Kosi. The 1959 

Gandaki Agreement is another multipurpose project (with the same aims as the Kosi 

Agreement) that was heavily criticized in Nepal. Like the Kosi, India is the lower riparian 

on the Gandaki. However, unlike the Kosi Agreement, the Gandaki agreement is more 

beneficial to Nepal. For example, although Article 4 of the Kosi Agreement stipulates 

that Nepal will get 50% of the generated hydroelectric power, India is not under any 

obligation to produce this power (Salman & Uprety, 2002). Article 8 of the Gandaki 

Agreement, on the other hand, instructs that India has to construct a powerhouse and a 

transmission line in Nepal following a specified, installed capacity, and it has to supply a 

certain amount of power to Nepal at the actual cost of production (Salman & Uprety, 

2002). Aside from the treaties on the Kosi, and Gandaki, in 1996, India and Nepal signed 

the Mahakali River Treaty. Agreement between these two countries over the Mahakali 

dates back to the British era. Since the Mahakali also forms Nepal’s western boundary 

with India, this river is more than just a transboundary river. Therefore, the complications 

defining water rights and obligations were more intense (Salman & Uprety, 2002).  

Domestically, sharing the scarce water of major rivers has created long-standing 

disputes between multiple Indian states. According to Chellaney (2011), India has no 

grand national water-security strategy, and any policy or project on the water is driven 

more by party politics. Even though the Indus Water Treaty (IWT) gave India the rights 
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over Beas, Ravi, and Sutlej rivers, Indian states of Punjab and Haryana dispute over their 

share of the water from the Beas and Sutlej rivers. Since Punjab is the “breadbasket” of 

India, it has consistently maintained a claim over the entire Indian share of the water in 

the Indus Basin (Swain, 1998). In addition to this dispute, the dispute between the Indian 

states of Karnataka, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu over the Cauvery River goes back to the 

1970s when dams built by the upstream Karnataka reduced flow to Tamil Nadu 

(Chellaney, 2011). In 1991, the Cauvery Water Dispute Tribunal ordered Karnataka to 

release water every week to Tamil Nadu, the governor of Karnataka rejected the order 

(Swain, 1998). When the Supreme Court upheld the tribunal’s ruling, violence erupted in 

both states (Swain, 1998). Kerala (which is another upstream state on the Cauvery River), 

also wants to increase its share of the water. Aside from the Cauvery River, sharing the 

water of the Yamuna River is also a contentious issue. Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Haryana 

have refused to share water with New Delhi in the past after facing pressure from their 

powerful farmer interest groups (Swain, 1998). The dispute escalated to a point where the 

Indian capital faced water scarcity for several days in 1994 (Swain, 1998). The problems 

over the Yamuna River is not about sharing water but also about the quality. The Delhi 

High Court has recently criticized the Haryana government for not allowing clean water 

to flow into the River (India News, 2019).  

For Bangladesh, 90% of its water flow is beyond its boundaries (Khalid et al. 

2014), and 93% of the catchment area (area drained by a body of water) lies outside the 

country (Mozumder, 2010). Bangladesh shares 54 of its rivers with India. Despite the 

1996 Ganges Water Sharing Treaty,  Bangladesh and India have decades-old water 
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disputes over other major transboundary rivers like the Brahmaputra, Teesta (known as 

the Tista River in India), and Barak rivers. In addition, India’s domestic plans for 

interlinking its rivers are another area of concern for Bangladesh (Nanda, Khan & 

Dwivedi, 2015).  

Since dispute over water between the two countries is decades old, and water 

demand is only going to increase in the future, it is puzzling as to why there has not been 

a long-term, comprehensive solution on the various transboundary rivers. The 1977 

Agreement, the 1982 and 1985 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), and the 1996 

Ganges Treaty all focus on sharing the Ganges water during the dry months, while issues 

related to increasing the overall flow of this river remain unresolved. Since the two 

countries’ growing populations and economies are dependent on water, it is in both 

India’s and Bangladesh’s best interest to resolve their water conflicts. For Bangladesh, 

the importance of water availability cannot be overstated. According to a report by the 

World Bank, Bangladesh’s population is susceptible to small deviation in water 

availability and crop productivity (Rigaud et al. 2018). Negotiations about water between 

the two countries are also impacted by tense rhetoric from domestic actors. So far, 

various resolutions, treaties, or agreements on the water have fallen short on guaranteeing 

a long-term framework to share and manage water year around. For Bangladesh, since 

the country shares 54 of its rivers with India, ensuring adequate water for its population is 

of the utmost importance.  

In addition to this, rivers in Bangladesh are drying up, leading to salinity 

problems. For example, river salinity in the southwest region of Bangladesh depends on 
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the Gorai River, and since 1988, the Gorai River, which is a distributary river of the 

Ganges, ceases to flow during the dry season (Mirza & Sarkar, 2004). In a 2014 study 

conducted by The World Bank, Dasgupta, Kamal, Khan, Choudhury, and Nishat find that 

a reduction in freshwater inflows in the Ganges and siltation in the Ganges tributaries has 

resulted in a significant increase in river salinity. Salinity is a major concern in the 

southwest regions like Khulna, affecting the livelihoods of the rice farmers (Dasgupta et 

al., 2014). By 2050, coastal areas in Bangladesh, like Khulna, Bhola, Barisal, Patuakhali, 

and Pirojpur, will be severely affected by an increase in salinity (Dasgupta et al., 2014). 

 For Bangladesh, its position as the lower riparian country has made water a 

security concern. During times of negotiation with India, the incumbent administrations 

in both countries face extreme pressure and expectations. The demand faced by both 

governments is that it must bring its fair share of water from the negotiation table (Nanda, 

Khan & Dwivedi, 2015). In other words, there is a sentiment in both countries that it is 

not getting its fair share of water under the current circumstance. On the other hand, 

domestic politics may fuel these demands from the public. According to Nanda, Khan, 

and Dwivedi (2015), the “water hysteria” in the region continues to exist because of 

political actors and parties. Domestic politics can thus, stir up public sentiments when it 

comes to sharing transboundary river water, which in turn puts pressure on the 

government to bring its people their fair share of water. This vicious cycle ensures that 

water cooperation remains a political issue. Therefore, domestic politics in the realm of 

hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh seems to play a significant role. 
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Additionally, the domestic portrayals of treaties and various water development 

projects, like Farakka, creates a sense of unfairness in the smaller countries. In 

Bangladesh and Nepal, there is a view that they have received an unfair deal in various 

treaties and projects with India (Ghosh, 2015). There is a power asymmetry between 

India and Bangladesh, and the former is also the upper riparian state. By virtue of its 

political, economic, and military power, riparian position, and greater capability to 

exploit water resources, India is the regional hydro-hegemon (Hanasz, 2014). This power 

asymmetry in the form of hydro-hegemony is another crucial factor in India Bangladesh’s 

hydro-political relations.  

Plan of the Dissertation 

The previous sections of this introductory chapter provided the broader picture of 

political dynamics and hydro-politics of South Asia. The broader understanding of 

regional hydro-politics will be helpful in the analysis of India-Bangladesh hydro-political 

relations (conflict, cooperation, and negotiation over their shared freshwaters) through the 

lens of domestic politics, securitization theory, and hydro-hegemony theory. When 

considering domestic politics, the focus will be on the interconnections between domestic 

and international politics using the Two-level Game framework (Putnam, 1988). The 

dissertation will argue that domestic political dynamics between India and Bangladesh 

help to determine cooperation and conflict over water. In turn, this is compounded by a 

view of freshwater dominated by relative gains as well as other security concerns that can 

best be interpreted and assessed through the lens of securitization theory. The rhetoric of 

various domestic state and non-state actors on the various treaties and agreements, 
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projects, and hydro-politics in general, influences how the state as a unit approaches the 

various water disputes. Thus, domestic politics, securitization of water, and hydro-

hegemony all work together to shape hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh.  

Major transboundary rivers in the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna (GBM) 

basin, such as the Ganges, Teesta, Brahmaputra, Meghna and the Barak river will be the 

focus of this project since these rivers are shared between India and Bangladesh, some 

governed by formal treaty and agreement or under continued discussion. Along with 

treaties and agreements over sharing river water, major river development projects, such 

as the Indian river inter-linking project and the Tipaimukh project, can often impact the 

hydro-politics between the two countries. In addition, different rivers bring out a different 

aspect of hydro-politics between these two countries. While the Ganges and Farakka 

issue remains mostly a discussion over national rights over water, the discussion over the 

Teesta River brings out the importance of sub-national actors like state governments. 

Therefore, highlighting the differences in the political discussion over these rivers is 

essential.  

In addition to the role of domestic politics, the language that surrounds the 

discussion in both countries frames the river water sharing issue as a security issue. 

Creating a “water hysteria” means securitizing water, and as Nanda, Khan, and Dwivedi 

(2015) argue, securitizing river water and water sharing may be counterproductive to 

cooperation. This dissertation will analyze the language that surrounds the debates in 

both countries, to answer whether securitization of water or sharing of the transboundary 

river water shapes the hydro-politics between these two countries.  
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In analyzing hydro-politics (or politics in general) between India and Bangladesh, 

one cannot ignore the asymmetric power distribution between them. India is militarily 

and economically more powerful than Bangladesh. India is an emerging global power 

and the hegemon in the region. On top of this, India is the upper riparian country in the 

rivers that flow into Bangladesh, which means that India has the geographical upper 

hand. Being an upper riparian country does not necessarily lead to hydro-hegemony 

(more on this in the literature section); however, power plays an important role as well 

(Zeitoun & Warner, 2006). Therefore, this project will also consider hydro-hegemony’s 

role in India and Bangladesh’s hydro-politics.  

This dissertation will also consider China’s role in shaping the region’s hydro-

politics more recently, especially between India and Bangladesh. Since the Brahmaputra 

originates in China before flowing into India and Bangladesh, China’s role cannot be 

excluded. China’s status as a global economic and military power, as well as its tense 

past with India and continued friendship with Pakistan, can create interesting political 

and hydro-political dynamics. Even though Pakistan’s water security and hydro-politics 

are outside the scope of this paper, since the water dispute between India and Bangladesh 

began before Bangladesh’s independence from Pakistan, exploring Pakistan’s role in 

managing East Pakistan’s (Bangladesh) rivers is essential. In addition, China’s 

relationship with this nuclear power (and India’s rival) can impact how India approaches 

China on other issues like water security. Politics between India and China can impact 

the smaller states in the region like Bangladesh. As China aims to expand its foreign 

political and economic footprint (like with its Belt Road Initiative), smaller states like 
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Bangladesh will become increasingly entangled in the larger geopolitics of the region. 

Water will become the fuel to sustain the growth of the political and economic aspirations 

of India and China.  

Methodology 

The nature of this dissertation calls for a comparative research method. Since this 

project is going to focus on India and Bangladesh hydro-politics, employing a 

comparative method allows for an in-depth analysis of a fewer number of cases. As 

Donatella della Porta (2008) explains, while “dealing with a small number of cases … the 

comparative method is a preferred strategy for political and social scientists when they 

investigate institutions or other macropolitical phenomena”. Furthermore, since this 

research project is going to examine the historical evolution of hydro-politics between 

India and Bangladesh and the treaties and agreements on water sharing issues, a 

comparative method is “… justified by its capacity to go beyond descriptive statistical 

measures, towards an in-depth understanding of historical processes and individual 

motivations” (della Porta, 2008). The comparative method will also come into play in the 

analysis of the domestic politics of the two countries.  

The transboundary nature of the region’s rivers and the geopolitical realities 

require a certain amount of attention to other key players (or riparian countries) in the 

region that can impact India Bangladesh hydro-politics and water security in this region. 

Therefore, the project will analyze China’s role in water sharing and management in the 

GBM basin as another case. Even though China is outside of South Asia, India and China 

are the region’s largest geopolitical players. In addition, since the Brahmaputra originates 
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in Tibet, China’s role in the region’s water security cannot be excluded. Furthermore, the 

competitive dynamics between India and China can create interesting opportunities for 

Bangladesh in terms of its relations with India. Therefore, this dissertation will consider 

China’s interest in the Brahmaputra and its relationship with both India and Bangladesh 

before discussing its potential influence in the region’s water security.  

The dissertation project will rely on existing scholarly works on the GBM basin, 

water security, and management between India and Bangladesh. The project will rely on 

extensive analysis of archived government documents. Since the focus of the dissertation 

is the hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh, and the cooperation over sharing the 

water of transboundary rivers, a significant area of focus will be on key treaties and 

government statements. The dissertation will rely on scholars’ analyses of these key 

diplomatic agreements. In addition, I will also provide my own analysis of these 

agreements and treaties. Although there will be a brief historical background on the 

Hooghly River problem during the British colonial rule of India, the starting year of 

scrutiny will be 1947 since that is when India and Pakistan became sovereign entities to 

engage in sharing the water of the transboundary rivers. The “genesis” of the Ganges 

dispute lies in the 1947 Partition (Abbas, 1982). Soon after independence, Pakistan 

expressed its concerns to India in 1951 after reports on India’s plans in the Ganges and 

demanded consultations (Wolf & Newton, 2008). The first meeting was in July 1960, 

among experts from the two countries to exchange data (Wolf & Newton, 2008). I will 

peruse statements from government actors and experts during the 1950s and 1960s.  
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I will also analyze newspaper records from the Bangladesh National Archive 

pertaining to water and negotiation with India on water after 1971, in addition to 

documents relating to key agreements, memorandum of understanding, and treaties. To 

further enrich this dissertation, I will conduct interviews. The interviewees will comprise 

of key Bangladeshi water experts and scholars. These interviewees will comprise of 

scholars (active or retired), members of civil society (NGOs, for example), and policy-

makers. The interviews will be semi-structured in nature, which facilitates the collection 

of descriptive data, as well as personal insights into the subject matter of this dissertation. 

Their comments on the conflict between India and Bangladesh will provide a current 

analysis and update the existing literature on this conflict. Due to logistical reasons, I was 

unable to travel to India to conduct interviews. To enrich the Indian perspective, I will 

rely on Indian parliamentary debates and scholarly sources.  

The project will also rely on the analysis of newspaper articles and peer-reviewed 

articles in order to triangulate my data analysis. In other words, the inclusion of 

interviews, peer-reviewed articles, and newspaper articles will help to understand 

scholars’ and experts' understanding at the field level (from the interviews), at the 

academic level (from the peer-reviewed articles) and the media level (from the newspaper 

articles). I will focus on both Indian and Bangladeshi newspaper articles and peer-

reviewed journal articles. Since a portion of the dissertation will also focus on China’s 

role, I will rely on Chinese news sources and scholarly accounts.  



26 

 

Chapter Plan 

Chapter Two will focus on the existing literature on domestic politics, 

securitization, and hydro-hegemony, setting out the theoretical underpinning of the 

analysis. This chapter will also explain how this project enriches the literature on these 

concepts as well as water security.  

Chapter Three will briefly discuss the beginning of the Hooghly River water 

problem during the British colonial era until 1947. In order to understand the current 

conflict over the allocation of the Ganges water, initiatives taken during colonial India 

(which included India, Pakistan and Bangladesh) are important. This chapter will also 

explore the two countries’ engagement over sharing the Ganges water and building the 

Farakka Barrage. Exploring Pakistan’s contribution and rhetoric on the Ganges/Farakka 

conflict will be helpful to draw connections to how Bangladesh approached the conflict 

after independence in 1971. A focus will be given to the rhetoric between the two 

countries, to understand the roles of different domestic groups within these countries, 

“hydro-securitization” and hydro hegemony.  

Chapter Four will explore the agreements and treaty over water between India and 

Bangladesh from 1971 until 1995. The chapter will provide an in-depth analysis of the 

1977 Agreement, the MOUs of 1982 and 1985, to answer why there has been no long-

term water-sharing solution. The chapter will also attempt to differentiate India’s 

securitization and Bangladesh’s securitization and the role of domestic politics. The 

chapter will also explore any changes in India’s stance on the transboundary water 

conflict and how hydro-hegemony can also explain hydro-relations. Lastly, the chapter 
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will analyze whether it is India and Bangladesh’s domestic politics or India’s hydro-

hegemony that impacts the cooperation and conflict over water.  

Chapter Five will explore the negotiation over water sharing in the Ganges, 

Teesta, and the Barak Rivers immediately before, during, and after the 1996 Ganges 

River Treaty. This section of the paper will attempt to analyze the role of different groups 

active in the hydro-political discussion and how that might have contributed to the 

eventual treaty. This chapter will include recent experts’ analyses as well as diplomatic 

discussions on various transboundary river projects, like the Tipaimukh project and 

India’s river inter-linking project. Experts’ insights gained through interviews will also be 

part of this chapter.  

Chapter Six will begin by discussing China’s overall relationship with India and 

Bangladesh and move on to scrutinize China’s role in water sharing in the region, 

especially between the two South Asian countries. The chapter will analyze how China’s 

action over the Brahmaputra River can impact India and Bangladesh’s water-sharing 

problems.  

Chapter Seven will explore the future of the transboundary water conflicts 

between India and Bangladesh. The chapter will contain a review of the strengths and 

weaknesses of past agreements and treaties (from Chapters Three, Four, and Five). This 

chapter will explore the role climate change can play in the region’s (GBM basin’s) water 

security. The chapter will attempt to prescribe a future policy that addresses concerns 
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over water sharing and water sustainability. As part of that potential policy, the chapter 

will explore the ways that water can be de-securitized. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review, Theoretical Approach, and Hypotheses 

According to Verghese (1999), the 21st century may see a water crisis if the 

correct steps are not taken. In the GBM basin, the extent of the crisis will depend on what 

the people and the governments will do. This dissertation focuses on the hydro-politics 

over the transboundary rivers shared between India and Bangladesh, more specifically on 

the Ganges, Brahmaputra, Teesta, and the Barak rivers. There are existing scholarly 

works on the GBM basin. While some of the works provide a valuable historical account, 

others bring in regional political implications of hydro-politics of the GBM basin. 

Upcoming sections will explore the importance of water and water scarcity on security, 

along with literature that focuses on securitization and desecuritization theories. Others 

will target the literature on Two-level Games, presenting the original work by Robert 

Putnam, and the more recent modifications of his theory and on the role of domestic 

politics in general. Since India and Bangladesh’s relationship can be described as 

asymmetric in terms of power, ideas on power, hegemony, and hydro-hegemony will be 

the focal points of some of the sections in this chapter.  

On the GBM Basin 

In order to understand the hydro-politics of the GBM basin, one must understand 

the political circumstances of the 1947 Partition of India. Kimberley A. Thomas (2017) 

examines the political intricacies of the Partition period to answer the question, how did 

the Ganges become an international river. She argues that the construction of the Ganges 
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as an international river and the India-Bangladesh border are interconnected. While 

Thomas (2017) provides a critical assessment of the politics behind the division of 

Bengal and the Ganges, further exploration of the effects of the partition on India-

Bangladesh hydro-politics would have been helpful. This dissertation will go beyond 

Thomas’ (2017) analysis of 1947 and examine how the politics of the period influenced 

the hydro-politics of India and Pakistan (and Bangladesh) later.  

Salman M.A. Salman and Kishor Uprety provide both an in-depth, current 

historical account and a legal perspective. In regards to India and Bangladesh, Salman 

and Uprety (2002) highlight Bangladesh’s dependence (politically and materially) on 

India as a factor that influenced the discussions and agreements on the Ganges and the 

Farakka Barrage during the first 4-5 years of the country’s existence. Salman and Uprety 

(2002) also include the role of external players in this conflict, including the World Bank 

and the United Nations. Furthermore, the authors provide in-depth analysis and criticism 

of the existing agreements and treaties on the Ganges and the Farakka Barrage. Salman 

and Uprety (2002) point out that the 1996 Ganges Treaty (despite being a long-term 

water-sharing agreement), provides only a partial understanding since the Treaty focuses 

on water sharing during the dry months, and not during the monsoon months. Despite the 

authors’ in-depth discussion on the agreements and treaty on the Ganges and the Teesta 

River, water’s role as a security issue is not adequately discussed in the book.  

Ben Crow, Alan Lindquist, and David Wilson (1995) provide an engrossing 

historical account of sharing the Ganges water and building the Farakka Barrage. The 

inclusion of brief quotes from interviews of relevant political figures (like PM Indira 
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Gandhi) is helpful to analyze the past political discourse. However, their work is mostly a 

historical account and analysis. Since the book was published in 1995, it does not 

elaborate on the more recent developments over India and Bangladesh’s water conflict 

and cooperation.  

Like Crow et al. (1995), B. M. Abbas (1982) and Khurshida Begum (1988) offer a 

detailed analysis of the political discussions during the 1970s period. Both Begum and 

Abbas reveal a clash between political leadership and the technical experts in Bangladesh 

and their diverging agendas. In addition, even though Thomas (2017) argues that the 

Ganges became an international river in 1947, Abbas’s (1982) discussion on India-

Pakistan negotiations reveals that India contested that distinction even after 1947. 

Abbas’s first-hand account on Bangladesh-India negotiations after the former’s 

independence is fundamental to any research project on the Ganges/Farakka dispute. 

However, both Begum and Abbas’s accounts are limited to the 1970s and 1980s period.  

Another notable contribution comes from Nitya Nanda, Abu S. Khan, and K. 

Dwivedi, who focus on India and Bangladesh’s domestic approach to water management 

based on the level of infrastructure and geographical features and constraints. In addition, 

they explore how these countries’ domestic approaches to water management can 

influence cooperation and conflict on water. Nanda, Khan, and Dwivedi’s (2015) book is 

instrumental in connecting the domestic socioeconomic realities and bilateral political 

discussions on water. Also, Nanda, Khan, and Dwivedi’s analysis takes a basin-wide 

approach. However, water’s importance in the security discourse of these two countries is 

underdeveloped in their work. This dissertation will not only elaborate on the hydro-
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politics between India and Bangladesh but also water’s ubiquitous role in many aspects 

of the countries’ health and development areas. Due to water’s importance in the 

countries’ critical areas of concern, water’s role as a security issue will be a central part 

of this project.   

Brichieri-Colombi and Bradnock (2003), offer more solution-oriented research on 

the GBM basin. In 1947, East Pakistan utilized less than 1% of water for irrigation from 

Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna river, unlike West Pakistan, where 90% of the 

agriculture was dependent on the Indus rivers. The authors argue that Cold War 

superpower politics played a role in GBM hydro-politics. East Pakistan was strategically 

less critical to the superpowers and to West Pakistan itself. After India and Afghanistan 

declined to become members of the Western alliance, the U.S. wanted to ensure its 

presence in South Asia by bolstering aid and military support (Yamamoto, 2008) that 

mainly served West Pakistan’s interests. Therefore, lesser strategic importance, coupled 

with less significant established us+e of the GBM waters, resulted in fewer incentives to 

resolve the Ganges/Farakka issue (Brichieri-Colombi & Bradnock, 2003). Even though 

the authors see the 1996 Ganges Treaty as a step in the right direction for the hydro-

politics of India and Bangladesh, the allocation of water under the treaty is not 

sustainable, since the flow of the Ganges is decreasing, while the flow of Brahmaputra is 

increasing (Brichieri-Colombi & Bradnock, 2003). 

The authors propose new dam development projects in the GBM basin that would 

not only deal with water scarcity (especially in the Ganges) but will also bind India and 

Bangladesh together and create mutual benefits for them. They propose the Farakka-
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Paksi-Mawa Complex that would make use of the existing Farakka Barrage and make 

two new barrages in Paksi (added to the site of the Paksi bridge) and Mawa (attached to 

the location of the Padma bridge). Under this plan, the Mawa barrage would utilize the 

greater flow of the Brahmaputra to increase the flow of Dhaka’s surrounding rivers and 

the Gorai and the Arial Khan Rivers while the Paksi barrage would supply the 

Brahmaputra water to the Farakka and the Ganges and its distributaries (the Bhagirathi, 

Jalangi and the Mathabhanga). The authors realize the political objections to this plan. 

Bangladesh has been opposed to diverting the Brahmaputra to feed the Ganges. India, 

too, would disagree with this since both Mawa and the Paksi barrages would be inside 

Bangladesh. Thus, the main obstacle is the political mistrust, which makes their solution 

less viable.  

 Brichieri-Colombi and Bradnock’s (2003) proposal seems to be a continuation of 

surface-level water diversion typically followed by the South Asian countries. Nilanjan 

Ghosh (2015) criticizes the traditional engineering or water diversion method entrenched 

in the GBM basin. Ghosh (2015) posits that such a reductive engineering approach (first 

established by the British, who trained the first generation of engineers in the GBM 

basin) overlooks long-term economic and social costs, increasing water insecurity. He 

suggests that hydro-politics and water-sector development should incorporate a more 

holistic approach advanced under the paradigm of Integrated Water Resource 

Management (IWRM). Admittedly, changing institutional culture (of a preference to 

surface-level water diversion projects) is difficult. However, current political practice and 

preferences suggest that water engineering projects often create mutual-benefits for both 
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politicians and contractors in a politician-engineer-contractor nexus (Sharma, 2017). 

Therefore, reductive engineering solely cannot explain the current hydro-political culture 

in India and Bangladesh. In addition to an anachronistic penchant for reductive 

engineering, hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh is further obstructed by gaps in 

knowledge and knowledge sharing.  

While Ghosh (2015) discusses the factors that increase water insecurity, Marufa 

Akter tries to explore the conditions that facilitate water governance among the riparian 

countries in the broader GBM basin and resolve the regional water scarcity challenges. 

She argues that a multilateral approach is the best way to solve the region’s water-related 

problems. Even though there are existing domestic politics that encourage the disclosure 

of information on rivers, Akter sees the lack of regional/multilateral framework hindering 

a meaningful disclosure of water-related data. The existing multilateral platform, like the 

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). SAARC is a state-centric 

institution that is bogged down by regional politics. She argues that there must be an 

epistemic community that is based on shared goals and norms and the sharing of 

information. The epistemic community would promote a ‘cognitive conditioning’ that 

would highlight the interdependencies and the benefit of multilateral action in the GBM 

basin. When the hegemon is willing to bear the cost of the creation of an international 

organization (known as ‘hegemonic condition’), the necessary conditions are met to 

create an international organization. Akter (2016) argues that the GBM region already 

contains the three required conditions. In the case of the Tipaimukh project, the Action 

against Tipaimukh (in Manipur) and the Citizens’ Concern for DAM and Development 
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have links with Bangladesh’s Angikar Foundation. This is a grassroots effort at building 

an epistemic community. The Mekong-Ganga Dialogue initiative (started in 2012) is 

another effort (Akter, 2016). However, she admits that ‘cognitive conditioning’ is still not 

as robust. When discussing the ‘hegemonic condition,’ she sees the critical role that both 

India and China can play (especially India). Based on Akter’s (2016) analysis, to meet the 

criteria of ‘hegemonic condition,’ India must realize the benefit of multilateral action, 

instead of the bilateral approach that it favors. 

Like Brichieri-Colombi and Bradnock (2003), Akter (2016) also realizes the 

political mistrust is an obstacle and proposes at the end that both India and China need to 

transform the bilateral approach to a multilateral one. Meaning, the regional powers must 

take the first step in guiding the regional hydro-politic and water governance. If there is 

to be this transformation, the epistemic communities in India and China must play a more 

significant role in changing the current ‘hegemonic condition.’  

Like Akter (2016), Mirza S. Huda and Saleem H. Ali also advocate consensus 

building in the GBM basin to overcome the deeply held political mistrust. They use the 

environmental peacebuilding framework designed by scholars like Ken Conca as a 

possible way to overcome the distrust. Huda and Ali (2018) see the multilateral initiative 

between Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and Nepal (BBIN) on possible hydroelectric projects 

as a positive step in this direction. However, experts in the BBIN countries admit that 

multilateral endeavors in the water and hydro-energy sector are limited by India’s 

preference for bilateralism (Huda & Ali, 2018). Also, the inclusion of China is impeded 

by India’s fear of “Chinese encirclement’ (Huda & Ali, 2018). However, the authors do 
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not explore the political factors that inhibit basin-wide cooperation on water in greater 

detail. Despite, Huda (2013) posits that there has to be a shift from the traditional 

approach of water-sharing to sharing and development.  

More recently, China has emerged as a critical player in the GBM basin. Piotr 

Klodkowski provides a broader discussion of security and power in South Asia to suggest 

the available course of action for the EU and NATO towards the end. India and China are 

the two key players (regional superpowers) in the region, with Pakistan being another key 

player. India is more focused on China, whereas Pakistan is focused on India, which can 

increase the chance of diverting its attention (and resources) away from fighting domestic 

extremists who can threaten the region (Klodkowski, 2016). Both China and India are 

reliant on Gulf oil. Therefore, they are not likely to criticize the lack of democracy and 

human rights abuse in the Middle East and would favor stability instead. Klodkowski 

(2016) argues that for China, safe transport passes in the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea 

and the Indian Ocean are crucial for its economic growth. The “Malacca Dilemma” is a 

concern for China, who fears that the US can block this passage to them for any political 

tension (Klodkowski, 2016). This means that China is looking for alternative routes 

where it can exert greater control. The Port of Gwadar, which is part of the “String of 

Pearls,” is one solution to this problem for China. But Baluchistan is a volatile region, 

and separatist groups have targeted China’s development work there. The “String of 

Pearls” means a series of bases stretching from Sudan, south of the subcontinent, and to 

the mainland of China. This means building bases in places like Hambantota in Sri 

Lanka, Gwadar in Pakistan, Chittagong in Bangladesh, and Kyakphyu in Myanmar.  
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Klodkowski (2016) argues Indian thinkers see the “String of Pearls” as a scheme 

to contain the Indian naval presence and increase political and economic influence in 

South Asia. The two powers’ relationship has evolved over the year. Even though 

Jawaharlal Nehru had the policy of “Hindi Chini Bhai Bhai” (Indians and Chinese are 

brothers) in the 50s, the 1962 war changed India’s perception of China, (Klodkowski, 

2016). As PK Chakravorty (2017) suggests, while India wanted a partnership with China, 

the latter disapproved of the former’s close association with the Soviet Union and 

presumed that India was aiding the Tibetians. Therefore, the Sino-Indian rivalry is a 

product of the Cold-War politics.  

To this day, the two countries have several disputed territories like the Arunachal 

Pradesh and Aksai Chin. The issue of the Dalai Lama is another thorn in the Sino-Indo 

relationship. Klodkowski (2016) presents a statement from the Indian diplomat named 

Rajib Sikri, who argues that “If India remains bogged down in relationships of suspicion 

and mistrust with its South Asian neighbors, India will not be able to achieve optimal 

economic growth and spread its wings on the global scale. That suits China” (p. 31). This 

is evident in the regional institution like SAARC. The Indo-Pak rivalry has been an 

obstacle in the fulfillment of the organization’s mission (Majid, 2017). Even though 

China is just an observing member in SAARC, Pakistan and other members (except 

India) are supportive of greater Chinese presence in this multilateral institution 

(Klodkowski, 2016), demonstrating that the anti-Indian sentiment is stronger in the 

region than the anti-China views. If China were to become a member, then there is a good 
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chance of that becoming another obstacle in the organization’s functioning. The two 

countries already have a list of issues that plague their relationship.  

China’s position as an upper riparian and hydro-hegemon has come with a mix of 

behaviors (Hongzhou, 2015). There are instances where China has rejected international 

conventions (like the 1997 UN Watercourses Convention). Lei Xie, Yanbing Zhang, and 

Jagannath Panda discuss the evolution of China’s policy in the GBM basin and water 

security in general and its relations with India on water issues. The authors argue that 

China’s securitization of water is complex, and it has evolved. Both Hu Jintao and Xi 

Jinping have categorized water as a “non-conventional security concern” (Xie, Zhang & 

Panda, 2018). President Xi has equated energy and natural resource concerns to economic 

concerns. The Brahmaputra is now considered as “under exploitation,” meaning that the 

communist party does recognize the need to develop and exploit the river (Xie, Zhang, & 

Panda, 2018). In 2014, the Zangmu Dam became partially operational on the Yarlung 

Tsangpo River (the upper reaches of the Brahmaputra River), worrying India, who 

believed that China is planning to divert water from the Brahmaputra. China, however, 

assured India that it has plans to build dams on the Tibetan rivers, but none of the dams 

will impact downstream flows to India (Seth, 2017). India continues to be concerned 

about China’s plans despite such assurances (Seth, 2017), especially some of the Indian 

military officers, who see China’s plans as a major security threat to the country 

(Ebinger, 2011).  
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While India is the hydro-hegemon vis-à-vis Bangladesh, for Indian political 

analysts, China is the world’s unrivaled hydro-hegemon (Chellaney, 2017). For Brahma 

Chellaney, the China-India water rivalry has the potential to lead to “water wars” (2017). 

However, India and China have shown they can cooperate. In 2002, the two countries 

signed an MOU, under which China agreed to share hydrological information on the 

Yarlung Tsangpo/Brahmaputra River with India (Xie, Zhang, & Panda, 2018). Under 

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, India continued to push China to share more 

information and signed another MOU in 2005, where China agreed to share data on the 

Brahmaputra and the Sutlej/Langguin Zangbo River (Xie, Zhang, & Panda, 2018). 

Despite the MOU, PM Singh considered water as a discord causing issues (Xie, Zhang, & 

Panda, 2018). Water remained relatively peripheral to the countries’ bilateral policy 

agendas. However, since PM Narendra Modi is more nationalist, water has been 

increasingly politicized (Xie, Zhang, & Panda, 2018). India has been more candid in 

asking China to provide year-round data and info on water and hydrology (Xie, Zhang, & 

Panda, 2018). Modi sees this issue as something that can mobilize the population, 

especially in northeast India, in his party’s favor (Xie, Zhang, & Panda, 2018). In other 

words, hydro-politics and sharing river water have the potential to become more 

politicized as part of Modi’s domestic political agenda. This politicization can go well 

beyond just sharing river water. When India and China clashed at the borders in the 

disputed region of Doklam in 2017, the latter party withheld data on the Brahmaputra 

(Chellaney, 2017). Even before the border clash, due to China’s unilateral dam-building 

on the Brahmaputra, Indian intellectuals like Chellaney (2015), suggested that the Indian 
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government must see water and transboundary rivers as strategic resources. The 

arguments by Xie, Zhang, and Panda (2018) and Chelanney (2011, 2015, 2017) highlight 

the importance of domestic politics and its connection to politicization or securitization of 

water-related issues.   

Furthermore, recently, India has moved closer to the U.S. and its allies, while 

giving a lower priority to improving its relations with China (Sutter, 2012). China, 

however, has a steady history of trying to strengthen its ties with India. Even though the 

two countries went to war in 1962, China has been trying to soften its relations with India 

to create a more stable international and regional environment that is necessary for China 

to achieve its domestic political and economic goals (Sutter, 2012). China has moved 

away from unequivocal support of Pakistan over the Kashmir dispute. For Sutter (2012), 

China seems to have a steadier foreign policy when it comes to India, while India’s 

policies toward China appear to depend more on domestic politics. Sutter’s argument 

seems to agree with Xie, Zhang, and Panda’s (2018) discussion on the possibility of Modi 

making the water sharing issue with China a political one. Both of their arguments mean 

that this project must consider domestic politics’ influence on India and Bangladesh’s 

hydro-politics. More will be said about internal politics later in this literature review 

section.  

Even though Xie, Zhang, and Panda (2018) argue that water sharing is a political 

issue for India, which is impacted by domestic politics (Sutter, 2012), is China beyond 

using water for its political purposes? Sebastian Biba traces China’s history of 
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cooperation on transboundary water issues to argue that China has a mixed record when it 

comes to cooperating with other states over water. Internationally, China was one of the 

three countries to vote against the Convention of the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of 

International Watercourses in 1997. On the other hand, Biba (2014) admits that China has 

a record of cooperation with its downstream neighbors. For example, China has 

cooperated with the Mekong riparian states, despite not being a part of the Mekong River 

Commission (MRC). China has extensive commercial interests in the Mekong River. 

China has increased its military presence in the Mekong states to protect its business 

interests (Ho, 2014). According to Biba (2014), China has to balance its worsening 

domestic water crisis (which may adversely affect its downstream neighbors) with its 

need to maintain regional stability (Biba, 2014). Due to this, China’s cooperation on 

water issues can be “on” or “off” in the form of desecuritization attempts (Biba, 2014). In 

other words, like India, China’s domestic socio-economic concerns impact its hydro-

political agenda. As India moved closer to the U.S. with the historic nuclear agreement 

during the George W. Bush administration, China’s dam’s on the Brahmaputra can 

become potential political leverage for China to curb any retaliatory action from India 

(Biba, 2014); meaning, water issues can be impacted by China’s global political 

concerns.   

On Water Security and Securitization 

Peter Gleick argues that water is becoming a critical security issue (high politics) 

and can be a salient element of internal politics and violent conflict. While not all water 

conflict will lead to violence, however, he argues that the likelihood of water-related 
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violence is increasing. The reason behind water-related violence may arise from 

local/regional problems that escalate to the international level, he claims. How will water 

lead to conflict? Gleick (1993) argues that it depends first on the degree of scarcity; 

second, the extent to which water supply is shared by the states; third, the relative power 

of the basin states; and lastly, the ease of access to alternative freshwater sources. The 

clearest example of water-related conflict (or potential conflict) is in the Middle East. He 

argues that the 1967 Arab-Israel War is an example of a water-related conflict where the 

Arab states tried to divert the headwaters of the Jordan River away from Israel, 

prompting the latter party to occupy the headwater of the River. This is contested by 

Aaron Wolf (1993), who argues that water resources were not part of Israel’s strategy 

during the 1967, 1979, and 1982 hostilities. Gleick highlights the interrelated nature of 

the conflicts in various regions, in which water and environmental factors are catalysts. 

The contesting arguments between Gleick (1993) and Wolf (1993) highlight the 

complicated narrative of hydro-politics.  

Thomas F. Homer-Dixon discusses the links between environmental change and 

acute national and international conflict. Ecological change and population growth can 

hasten renewable resource scarcity (Homer-Dixon, 1995). Even though socio-political 

factors obscure environmental scarcities, scarcity-related violence is occurring in the 

developing world (Homer-Dixon, 1995). He defines acute conflict as a conflict involving 

a substantial probability of violence. However, what is the threshold of violence? 

Meaning, what determines that conflict will escalate to violence? When should we expect 

the occurrence of violence? He focuses on the “how” rather than the “when.” Homer-
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Dixon (1991) argues that developing countries, in general, will be more vulnerable to 

environmental change, thus, environment-induced conflict and acute violence than the 

developed countries. The two causes of environment-related strife, according to him, are 

the total population of the region and physical activity per capita, and second, the 

vulnerability of the ecosystem of that region to those particular activities. Homer-Dixon 

recognizes that the causes of environment-related conflict are not simple but very 

complex and interconnected. He identifies three types of conflicts: simple resource 

scarcity, group identity, relative deprivation.  

In the article, Homer-Dixon also criticizes the “cornucopian” (pro-market driven 

solution and pro-human ingenuity) who criticize the “neo-Malthusian” scholars. Arguing 

that, now the world is facing not one resource scarcity but several, and this scarcity is fast 

increasing (not slowly in the past). This is due to a higher population whose 

activities/lifestyles are more resource-intensive (Homer-Dixon, 1991). Even if the 

original political and socio-economic causes of environmental degradations are removed, 

social disruption will continue, making the environment an independent variable (Homer-

Dixon et al., 1993). Also, not all countries have the capability to utilize new technology 

that deals with environmental challenges. Technological solutions often favor rich 

countries. His argument for environmental-related conflict is more convincing than 

Gleick (1993), who highlights the interconnected nature of environmental conflicts and 

societal factors and does not address how the policies aimed to address environmental 

challenges perform amidst the existing economic, political, and social inequalities. This 

requires the incorporation and analysis of domestic political, economic, and social factors 
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and national actors. Gleick (1993) provides an overview of water-related conflicts while 

remaining at the state-level of analysis. Homer-Dixon’s (1991) argument against the 

cornucopians implies that market-driven (neoliberal) solutions are quite exclusionary and 

favor the developed, capitalist nations. Homer-Dixon (1991), like Gleick (1993), does not 

consider sub-state factors that can also lead to exclusion.  

Based on Homer-Dixon’s (1991) reasoning, the GBM basin is facing an 

environment-related crisis. First, he argues that flooding (due to deforestation) is driving 

people away in this area. In addition, a scarcity of fertile land is also driving Bangladeshi 

people to migrate to India (population displacement). Bangladeshi emigration to India is 

a major concern for India. However, it is not clear what kind of conflict this population 

displacement (which is a social effect of an environmental change) will cause. Will it be 

simple resource scarcity (if so which resource?) or group identity? If it is the latter, then it 

is unclear how Bangladeshi migrants have the political power to affect the local political 

environment of the host nation.  

David Katz presents a counterargument to scholars that perpetuate the notion of 

“water wars.” Katz (2011) posits that despite inadequate empirical evidence, predictions 

of water wars persist due to the various underlying motivations and incentives. Policy-

makers’ incentive for securitizing water may help them bargain with the other riparian 

and as a signal to their domestic constituents that water-issues are being taken seriously 

(Katz, 2011). His arguments suggest that securitization of water disputes occur at two-

levels, which implies strong connections between securitization theory and Putnam’s 

two-level game theory.  



49 

 

Peter Burgess, Taylor Owen, and Uttam Kumar Sinha argue that traditional 

security studies build upon the premise that water is a commodity with an economic 

value that is linked with its abundance and scarcity. Due to this, water is open to political 

attention. Burgess et al. (2016) critique the traditional understanding of hydro-politics 

from a security angle, arguing that there exists a socio-cultural and spiritual meaning of 

water. The socio-economic and spiritual significance of water that Burgess et al. (2016) 

describe can be called water’s socio-cultural “value.” Burgess et al. (2016) list four 

schools of water security studies, each with different ways to correlating the relationship 

between water and conflict. They then use the theoretical framework of the various 

schools to analyze the Indus Water Treaty and the securitization of water. Ultimately, 

Burgess et al. (2016) argue that the Copenhagen school and traditional understandings of 

securitization theory, in general, take a more conventional (commodity) view of water 

security while ignoring the socio-cultural value of water and the significance of the socio-

cultural values to the securitization of water. They propose a new type of securitization 

called “human securitization.” Comparing the works of Burgess et al. (2016), Homer-

Dixon (1991) and Gleick (1993) showcases the evolution of the understanding of water 

security and water securitization. While more consummate scholars like Homer-Dixon 

and Gleick understood that water might not be the direct cause of conflicts, recent 

literature on water security highlights a  complex web of causality and socio-economic 

problems (Setter et al., 2011). For example, the conflict between Lesotho and South 

Africa over the Lesotho Highlands Water Project demonstrated the different motivations 

behind the co-riparians’ politicization of the project. While South Africa’s military action 
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was focused on resource capture, the economic benefits from the project, combined with 

interests of the political elites and growing civil and political unrest in Lesotho, 

contributed to its politicization (Mirumachi, 2008).  

It is essential to understand why water is securitized. Itay Fischhendler (2015) 

argues that water is a strategic resource where economic, environmental, and political 

factors link actors. For the co-riparians of transboundary rivers, such connections are easy 

to understand. Furthermore, water also has a tactical security aspect since it is connected 

to national security (Fischhendler, 2015). Many scholars have discussed water’s 

connections to securitization theory. The complex web of socio-political and economic 

links in transboundary water conflicts can be partially explained by the securitization 

theory (Allen & Mirumachi, 2010). Securitizing tactics or extraordinary measures (such 

as building dams) can be used by the hydro-hegemon to secure or maintain water 

resources (Allen & Mirumachi, 2010). Likewise, the weaker riparians can utilize 

securitizing tactics (such as claiming the moral high ground, advocacy campaigns, and 

forming a coalition of weaker riparians) to counter the hegemon, also known as counter-

hegemony theory.  

The contribution by Burgess et al. (2016) to securitization and water security in 

South Asia, in particular, is a valuable one. However, this dissertation follows the 

Copenhagen School’s (CS) more traditional understanding of securitization. 

Securitization theory is the product of a shift in the 1980s in the security studies field 

when non-military security issues began to be highlighted. Securitization combines 

insights from realism, constructivism, and post-structuralism (Trombetta, 2019). 
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According to Buzan, Wæver & Wilde (1998), securitization theory is about how a 

security threat is presented as an existential threat that requires measures outside of the 

normal political bounds or breaking of rules. The presentation of a security threat is done 

through speech acts by an authoritative ‘securitizer.’ This person can be a state leader or a 

representative of a non-state entity like an international organization (IO) and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs). According to Buzan, Waever, and Wilde (1998), 

successful securitization has three steps: existential threat, emergency action, and 

breaking free of rules. Securitization, by its nature, is intersubjective and a product of 

social construct (Buzan et al.,1998). Since it is a socially constructed concept, the 

security constellation (the whole of the security units and their interaction) and the role of 

the security audience is vital in this theory. In addition to the audience, it must also be 

acknowledged that the socio-cultural factors in the South Asian region do play a role in 

giving water a unique meaning and place in people’s hearts. However, a successful act of 

securitization, as discussed by Buzan et al. (1998), is done by humans to a human 

audience. A successful act of securitization needs to not only make an issue an existential 

threat (Buzan et al. 1998) but also evoke the emotions of the audience for them to accept 

the threat. Therefore, the socio-cultural factors are integral parts of the securitization act. 

More recent literature on securitization theory focuses on the scale. In more recent 

work, Buzan and Wæver (2009) have tried to expand the scope of securitization to 

‘macrosecuritization.’ According to them, the traditional scope of the Copenhagen School 

has been at the middle-level (state, nations), which the School argues is easier. Buzan and 
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Wæver (2009) argue that contemporary discourse on climate change takes on 

securitization at a higher level.  

However, the Copenhagen School’s conceptualizations on environmental 

securitization have come under scrutiny and criticism. Copenhagen School views that the 

environment is not an actor that purposely endangers the state (Mirumachi, 2013). For the 

School, the environmental sector differs from other areas since it has a scientific agenda 

and a political agenda. Although they overlap, however, the two agendas are constructed 

differently and follow a different path (Buzan et al., 1998). Due to the multiplicity of 

securitizing actors (and their different agendas), securitization moves lead to 

politicization, rather than securitization (Trombetta, 2011). Environmental securitization, 

like climate change, also suffers from identifying a tangible enemy (Diez et al., 2016), 

thus, making the threat to the state ambiguous. Also, the proposed actions suggested 

against the existential threat, such as climate change, are mundane, leading to a failure to 

take “exceptional measures” (Warner & Boas, 2019), suggesting that the School views 

that exceptional measures constitute “proper” or “successful” securitization. However, 

Trombetta (2011) counters that any step taken is a successful environmental 

securitization since such policies probably otherwise would not have been implemented.   

As the following chapters will establish, transboundary rivers are securitized in 

India and Bangladesh. The subject-matter of this dissertation (Bangladesh-India hydro-

politics), implies that for the concerned states, identifying the “other” in their 

transboundary water disputes is not vague. The question then emerges as to whether there 

have been “exceptional” measures taken in India-Bangladesh's transboundary dispute to 
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constitute a “successful” securitization. Although there has not been armed violence 

between the two neighbors concerning their water disputes, the persistence of the 

multitude of water disputes encourages tension that impacts the overall relationship. 

Furthermore, as Trombetta (2011) posits, the bitter hydro-political history between India 

and Bangladesh has led to policies that otherwise would not have been implemented. The 

conclusion will elaborate on this.  

The securitization theory asserts that a security threat must be accepted by the 

audience. It is implying that a ‘majority rule’ system is built into the theory. Some argue 

that non-democracies do not need the approval of the audience the way that democracies 

do. The theory is ambiguous about the audience and its characteristics. However, all 

societies have rules, and even non-democratic institutions need the approval of its 

population to survive (Vuori, 2008). In this case, the audience may not be the general 

population but special interest groups, individual party members, or members of the 

intelligentsia whose satisfaction is necessary for the government to keep order and stay in 

power. So even non-democracies have a security audience. Their audience may involve 

key party leaders or even special interest groups.  

Understanding the securitizing actors, their perceptions of the conflict, and their 

relationship with each other, therefore, is crucial. Stephan Stetter, Eva Herschinger, 

Thomas Teichler, and Mathias Albert (2011) critique securitization theory’s focus on 

securitizing actors and audiences that ignores the broader societal structures within which 

notions of actorhood develop. Stetter et al. (2011) argue that the meaning that securitizing 

actors ascribe to water is connected to world cultural frames. For example, perceptions of 
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the environment, water, and human’s role in it have changed over time. The emerging 

ideas on environmental sustainability focus more on the management of water. Such 

global cultural ideas influence the way water is securitized in individual states (Setter et 

al., 2011). While global cultural frames can affect water securitization and hydro-politics, 

regional political dynamics may also be a factor. Dinar (2000), for example, posits that 

due to India’s resistance to multilateralism, there is not a regional framework for water-

sharing and management.  

The characterization of democracy and non-democracy contributes to the identity 

of the actors involved and the creation of a community. Jarrod Hayes elaborates on the 

role of a community or societal identity’s importance in securitization. His ideas on 

community and societal identity echo Stetter et al.’s (2011) argument about societal 

structures. Hayes’ work focuses on the role of democracy and identity in the 

securitization process, taking the relationship between the U.S. and India during the 1971 

Bangladeshi independence war as a case study. Hayes argues that social identity is one of 

the factors that can facilitate securitization. By appealing to one aspect or one dimension 

of the audience’s social identity, the securitizing actor creates an ingroup effect and 

differentiates the outsiders. Hayes (2012) asserts that democratic society shares the 

democratic identity and the norms that go along with it (peaceful negotiation, political 

participation, and transparency, among others). As Hayes (2012) analyzes the public 

security arguments of former President Richard Nixon and former Secretary of State 

Henry Kissinger, there is a change in how the U.S. portrays India and its democratic 

identity. As the war began in March of 1971, during the beginning, U.S. maintained a 
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neutral stance (in public), but as the conflict intensified in November and December 

(Bangladesh became independent in December 16th, 1971), President Nixon and 

Kissinger de-emphasized India’s democratic identity and emphasized its cooperation with 

the Soviet Union, a non-democracy (Hayes, 2012). Through this, President Nixon 

portrayed India as a state that does not want to heed by the will of world opinion, 

someone who is not democratic. Nixon went as far as to paint India as the main culprit in 

the situation and even sent the USS Enterprise to the Bay of Bengal.  

Thierry Balzacq argues that securitization is more than just a speech act; it is a 

strategic practice; it is a pragmatic act. By making this argument, he takes the theory 

away from a linguistic analytical and performance approach to a more political approach. 

Fischhendler (2015) also concur that securitization, particularly, water securitization, has 

structural (infrastructures) and institutional (military or pollical presence) elements. 

Securitization is an extreme form of politicization. Therefore, there is politics behind the 

construction of a security threat. Balzacq proposes a context-driven analysis of the 

securitization act. He does not want to erase the linguistic factor from the theory but 

asserts that the audience scrutinizes the claims of the securitizing speech act and is 

influenced by external factors and events. These external factors or realities supplement 

the internal context, which is communicated by the securitizing actor. Balzacq (2005) 

argues that external or brute threats (which he claims have been ignored by the 

Copenhagen scholars) are central to security discourses. 

U.S. portrayal of India during this time is part of the Cold War politics in a 

broader frame. Pakistan was a major U.S. ally, and India’s ties to the Soviet Union made 
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it an enemy, a communist sympathizer, despite being a major democratic state in the 

region. Hayes (2012) discuss the politics behind the securitization of India, which 

strengthens Balzacq’s support for contextual importance in the analysis of a securitization 

act. U.S. securitization of India is part of its communist containment policy, which was 

the bigger security agenda at the time. Even though Hayes (2012) does not argue this, but 

his discussion on the political reason for the U.S portrayal of India provides support for 

Balzacq’s effort to paint securitization as a strategic act, more than a speech act. 

Therefore, securitization as an act cannot be separated from politics.  

The confluence of hydro-politics, hydro-hegemony, and securitization has led to 

the question of whether securitization has any impact on environmental management. 

During the 1980s, India constructed the Tanakpur Barrage project on the Mahakali River 

without cementing an agreement with Nepal. However, Naho Mirumachi (2013) argues 

that India’s securitization actually expedited an agreement with Nepal, suggesting that 

securitization is not only an agent of fomenting conflict, but it can also facilitate 

transboundary cooperation.  

The Copenhagen School has focused mainly on securitization. Recent scholarly 

contributions have focused on desecuritization and asecuritization. According to Lene 

Hansen (2012), the concept of desecuritization remains underdeveloped. 

Desecuritization, she argues, is derivative of securitization, and it lacks a clear, indicative 

language of the latter theory. Desecuritization involves shifting issues from emergency 

mode, into the routine, political bargaining process, thus, restoring the public sphere 

(Hansen, 2012). Desecuritization has a normative position since it refers to “normal 
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politics” (Aggestam, 2015). Ole Wæver (1995) argues that securitization tends to be 

strictly defined by the elites since the state acquires certain exclusive rights by naming an 

issue a security issue. Desecuritization, therefore, opens up the public sphere and creates 

opportunities for many actors to get involved (Hansen, 2012; Aggestam, 2015). Hansen 

(2012), disagrees with Jef Huysmans, who posited that preference for desecuritization is 

mainly technical and managerial, rather than political. Karin Aggestam (2015) also differ 

from Hansen (2012) by discussing the crucial role of non-state actors, like NGOs, and 

technical experts, whose focus on the technical details and managerial approach 

facilitates the depoliticization of issues. There are definite political objectives behind the 

securitization and desecuritization of water in the GBM basin. The nature of the political 

system in a country can affect whether desecuritization can lead to a broader level of 

engagement. China’s one-party political system is a case where desecuritization may not 

lead to broader participation in the public sphere. While India and China do not have a 

water-sharing agreement on the Brahmaputra, their data-sharing arrangement on the river 

does not imply a more vocal public sphere. However, their data-sharing agreement does 

represent China’s “on and off” cooperation on transboundary water issues with co-

riparians and to stabilize its southern periphery, as discussed by Biba (2014).  

The idea of asecuritization is slightly different from desecuritization. Dimitrios 

Zikos, Alevgul Sorman, and Marisa Lau (2015) suggest that asecuritization occurs when 

a strategic issue (such as water) no longer carries meaning within the security-insecurity 

scale of the conventional system (securitization-desecuritization). Asecuritization 

transcends political boundaries and creates new security logic (Zikos et al., 2015). 
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Zeitoun et al. (2019) propose the idea of ‘transformative analysis’ that overhauls conflicts 

through critical and constructive analysis of actors, rules, issues, and structures that 

fundamentally change the conflict is akin to the idea of asecuritization. In the case of 

GBM hydro-politics, asecuritization can only occur when there is cohesive regional 

cooperation, and the states have identified the common risks associated with the issue at 

hand, have internalized the benefits of cooperation, and have coordinated policies that 

essentially places the conflict beyond the security-insecurity narrative. The political 

dynamics in South Asia are characterized by power-politics and rivalry between India, 

Pakistan, and China, and regional cooperation remains fragmented.  

While desecuritization and asecuritization describe the theoretical process of 

deescalating and defusing water conflicts, Allan and Mirumachi (2010) discuss the 

practical policies that can actualize these ideas. According to them, trade and economic 

diversification can reduce water conflicts. For example, Singapore has desecuritized 

water conflict with Malaysia and has achieved water security through a ‘virtual water’ 

trade.  

Lastly, noted activist Vandana Asthana and A. C. Skukla (2014) argue that water 

is an example of a “wicked problem,” which is defined as having multi-causal and 

systemic effects. Although their focus is water security in India, the authors acknowledge 

the contribution of transboundary water conflicts to India’s water insecurity. They argue 

that the role of China, although physically separated from the landmass of India, cannot 

be ignored while thinking about India’s water security concerns (Asthana & Shukla 

2014). While discussing India’s transboundary water conflicts, the authors argue that for 
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the politicians of the region, political interests trump any arguments of rationality and 

effectivity of plans.  

Asthana and Shukla’s work, as mentioned, is mainly focused on India and the 

factors that influence the country’s water security. Because of the scope of the book, 

India’s transboundary water conflicts are given an informative yet, cursory attention. 

Nonetheless, their argument on politics and India’s transboundary water conflicts 

provides a good prelude for the theoretical framework of this project.  

Domestic Politics 

When it comes to analyzing the connections between national politics and 

international diplomacy, one instrumental framework is Robert Putnam’s Two-level 

Game. Putnam conceptualizes international negotiation on two levels. In “Level I,” 

according to Putnam (1988), negotiators bargain and reach a tentative agreement. These 

negotiators then engage in separate discussions with their constituents about ratifying the 

agreement at “Level II.” It is an elegant framework, but it can be argued that Level I 

assume that the two negotiators are meeting for the first time and that there is no prior 

history of negotiation or any type of relationship/dependency between them. Putnam does 

consider that negotiators may sketch out an initial position at Level II before Level I 

negotiations. However, are the negotiators (let’s assume that they are representatives of 

sovereign states) on equal footing at Level I? If the two countries are in an asymmetric 

relationship, then constituents or different components that make up the state will have 

certain expectations.  At least, if people at least "presume" that there is some dependency, 

then this first stage may be controversial for some actors at Level II. In other words, the 
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overall relationship between the two states may be an important factor during 

negotiations at both levels.  

In addition, Putnam’s model assumes that domestic groups can influence policy-

making. To be fair, Putnam does acknowledge that institutional structures and 

participation might differ. However, as Weinhardt and Moerland (2018) argue, Putnam 

does not consider the possibility that overall participation may be marginal for all 

constituent groups, which may lead to “detachment.” For developing states like 

Bangladesh, that actively suppress political opposition, this “detachment” may be 

ubiquitous in all political issues, not just in hydro-politics.  

Furthermore, some scholars present a newer model of Putnam’s two-level game, 

adding the third level. For example, Jeffrey Knopf proposes a third level, which consists 

of trans-governmental, trans-national players. Knopf (1993) argues that the level-two 

game does not adequately differentiate between different types of domestic-international 

interactions or bargaining contexts. Knopf (1993) does mention that Putnam initially 

recognized the idea of transnational alliances that include non-governmental players on 

both sides.  He elaborates that third-level or trans-governmental interactions come into 

play when both sides are internally divided. In that case, domestic non-governmental 

actors can reach out to like-minded players on the other side, since they are not satisfied 

with the expected outcome of the negotiation (Knopf, 1993).  

Jeroen Warner and Neda Zawahri building on Knopf (1993), suggest modification 

of the two-level game to argue that non-state entities can enter the game and influence the 

outcome even if the riparian states are in an asymmetric power relationship. Their work 
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adds to Putnam’s two-level game theory literature, as well as to the hydro-hegemony 

literature since they discuss the role of non-state entities in conflict and cooperation in an 

asymmetric power setting, hydro-hegemony, in other words. By doing so, Warner and 

Zawahri (2012) are critiquing the state-centric hegemonic stability theory (and hydro-

hegemony) and questioning whether power asymmetry is needed to provide stability 

since hegemony has elements of both ‘control’ and ‘consent.’ Even a hegemon may make 

some concessions to domestic subalterns to maintain their political position (Warner & 

Zawahri, 2012). This might imply that an authoritarian regime might not have to heed the 

demands of the domestic subalterns. The authors argue otherwise. Democracies can stifle 

the voices of the non-state players, while non-democracies might still comply with the 

requests of non-state players. For example, Chinese NGOs operating on the issue of 

biodiversity of the Mekong River can even influence the government’s actions (Warner 

& Zawahri, 2012). In other words, regime type may not be a factor. With the growing 

role of NGOs, corporate and other non-state entities, issues, and policies become 

interlinked, as does the chessboard of negotiations (Warner & Zawahri, 2012), which 

expands the two-level game. The talk between Belgium and The Netherlands over the 

Scheldt estuary is one of the cases that the authors present to demonstrate the role of non-

state parties in international negotiation. Although, in the end, the deal fell through 

because of farmers and other local interest groups (Warner & Zawahri, 2012). Meaning 

the non-state actors can both facilitate and hinder international cooperation.  

Hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh has witnessed some twists and turns 

over the years. The political rhetoric and political actions on the issue of sharing 
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transboundary river waters have altered with the changing regimes in the two countries. 

Some of the previous scholars like Xie, Zhang, Panda (2018), and Sutter (2012) have also 

recognized the crucial role of domestic politics. When it comes to India, Milind Thakar 

(2010) provides an overview of the relationship between the two countries. Thakar 

(2010) analyzes the connection on two levels – the global system and the regional state 

system of South Asia. At the systemic level, Thakar (2010) argues that due to the 

distance of these countries from the two superpowers of the Cold War era, the region 

formed an autonomous sub-system for the most part. Around the time of Bangladesh’s 

birth in 1971, the superpowers’ interest in South Asia increased, and the author observes 

that India has been more willing to be more flexible when its relationship with the 

external powers has been improved. Thakar (2010), however, admits that the global 

systemic process does not have much explanatory power when it comes to Indo-

Bangladesh ties and argues that domestic politics and party politics have greater 

explanatory power instead. Even though Thakar’s work was written in 2010, he focuses 

solely on the Cold War. Global politics and power distribution have changed significantly 

since the end of the Cold War. Now, China is a global power, and India, too, is 

considered an emerging power. Therefore, the system-level explanation may be of some 

value. Even though this dissertation will include China’s impact on the region’s water 

security, the focus will be on India-Bangladesh water security and hydro-politics. 

However, as Thakar states, when Bangladesh raised the Farakka dispute in the UN 

General Assembly, India was concerned about the possibility of superpower interference 

during the Cold War. Even though India Bangladesh hydro-politics has mostly been a 
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product of bilateral negotiation, external powers’ intervention (or the possibility of it) can 

influence how the two countries negotiate with one another.  

While Thakar explores the systemic explanations, Shlomi Dinar (2000) explores 

both system and non-systemic variables in transboundary conflict and cooperation and 

argues that systemic explanation alone is often not sufficient. In the GBM, for example, 

domestic politics play a crucial role in shaping the region’s hydro-politics. Collaboration 

and conflict in GBM over water are entangled in the larger political conflict and also are 

dependent nationalistic fervor and the hegemon’s (India) interest in preventing regional 

cooperation (Dinar, 2000). He favors combining systemic, regional, and domestic 

variables to understand what impedes or facilitates cooperation.  

Other scholars, like Erika Weinthal, have also combined systemic and state-level 

variables to explore transboundary water cooperation in the Aral basin. The Aral basin’s 

co-riparians’ transition from communism to democracy in the 1990s (the systemic 

variables) and the heterogeneous social composition (state/social variables) can make 

cooperation difficult (Weinthal, 2002). The Aral basin’s physical properties make the 

Aral Sea and the various rivers within it, common-pool resources. Weinthal argues that 

despite the transitional state of the countries involved and their heterogeneous 

populations, third-party mediation induced cooperation in the Aral basin. 

Compared to the Aral basin countries, Bangladesh has a more homogenous 

population. Despite this, Anand Kumar argues that Bangladesh’s policy towards India 

fluctuates dramatically based on political parties. This fluctuation, according to Kumar 
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(2014), is the result of a lack of consensus between the main political parties over 

Bangladesh’s national interests. Kumar (2014) traces the political history of India and 

Bangladesh, such as the Faraizi Movement during British colonial rule, to unearth the 

emergence of a sense of Bengali Muslim political identity. The political reality of 

Bangladesh in the past 27 years (when the country has gone through more or less regular 

elections) does support Kumar’s central argument that Bangladesh’s political parties 

influence the country’s relationship with India. However, it is worth exploring whether 

the anti-Indian factions in Bangladesh are interested in riling up the public for election 

campaign purposes or if there are other motivations.  

In another article, Kumar explores the dynamics of India-Bangladesh relations 

and this relationship’s sensitivity to India’s West Bengal’s politics. His discussions bring 

forward the dynamics between India’s central government and the government of West 

Bengal, especially between the current Chief Minister of West Bengal Mamta Banerjee 

and former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh. Kumar (2013) argues that during 

Singh’s 2011 visit to Bangladesh, Banarjee’s abrupt decision to remove herself from the 

Indian delegation hampered the advancement of India-Bangladesh relations. During the 

visit, Teesta water sharing was the most highly anticipated issue (from the Bangladeshi 

end), among other important issues like trade and unresolved enclaves and exclaves along 

the India-Bangladesh border. These enclaves and exclaves have been an issue since the 

1947 Partition of India and Pakistan. After 1971, a specific enclave-exclave issue 

included the Tin Bigha Corridor, Muhurir Char dispute, and the New Moore Island 

dispute (Thakar, 2010). This enclave-exclave issue was not entirely resolved until the 
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2015 landmark agreement between PM Narendra Modi and PM Hasina, where the two 

countries settled 200 enclaves (Quadir, 2015). Kumar (2013) observes that since 1980, 

the influence of state/province players has increased, which makes it difficult for the 

Indian central government to formulate a “grand strategy” when it comes to its foreign 

policy. Kumar’s observations in both articles indicate that the ruling party or the central 

government in both countries must include the key actors invested in each issue during 

negotiations to attain a long-lasting agreement. 

Hydro-Hegemony 

Mark Zeitoun and Jeroen Warner are critical contributors to the theory of hydro-

hegemony. Zeitoun and Warner present the key factors that contribute to a hydro-

hegemony. They define hydro-hegemony as hegemony at the river basin through water 

resource control strategies. These strategies are possible due to existing power 

asymmetries within a weak international institutional context (Zeitoun & Warner, 2006). 

Zeitoun and Warner (2006) argue that the absence of “water war” does not mean the 

existence of cooperation. Instead, the absence may be due to an imbalance of power 

between the riparian countries. Their ideas provide a foundational understanding of 

hydro-hegemony. In the case of India and Bangladesh, there is an apparent power 

asymmetry. While the existing treaties and agreements between the two countries may 

suggest cooperation, a focus on cooperation can overshadow the detrimental effects of 

power asymmetry (Zeitoun & Warner 2006). Treaties and agreements may 

“…institutionalize the status quo…” and it “…may be a tool used to the hydro-

hegemon’s advantage” (Zeitoun & Warner 2006). This argument prompts closer scrutiny 
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of the existing treaties and agreements between India and Bangladesh to see whether the 

stipulations have changed over time and how they benefit both parties. Additionally, the 

treaties and negotiations have been bilateral (at India’s insistence, whereas Bangladesh 

wanted to involved other riparian countries, Nepal, for example), giving India the upper 

hand during bargaining. This may be one evidence of India’s attempt to maintain the 

status quo.  

The idea of hydro-hegemony promotes the sovereignty and interests of the 

stronger state. The asymmetric relationship intrinsic to hydro-hegemony can be further 

aggravated by the duration of statehood of the states in question. For example, Salman 

(2011) argues that it may be difficult for the new state of South Sudan to stake its claims 

on the Nile since the existing agreements (such as the 1959 Nile Agreement) already sets 

the agenda on the Nile and give greater power to Egypt and Sudan. When considering 

India and Bangladesh, the latter emerged later as an independent country. While where 

was no water-sharing agreement between India and Pakistan on East Pakistan’s rivers, 

the brief negotiating period between India and Pakistan established a two-sided hydro-

politics that favors India’s interests.  

Filippo Menga’s elaborates on the established ideas on power and hegemony by 

scholars like Weber, Dahl, Steven Lukes, and Gramsci. Menga then revisits the 

framework of hydro-hegemony to propose that the three pillars of hydro-hegemony are 

interconnected. Material power (including riparian position), ideational power (discourse 

setting), and bargaining power are all interconnected to give the hydro-hegemon success 

in presenting its views on the use and management of shared water and the other parties 
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to accept it (Menga, 2016). Menga’s work certainly presents a more nuanced 

understanding of hydro-hegemony. He successfully emphasizes the importance of the 

“soft power” aspect of hydro-hegemony in setting the discourse and shaping the 

preferences and perceptions of the other riparian parties, which is less “visible.” In 

addition, he also links this “soft power” to the “hard power” aspects of hydro-hegemony. 

The emphasis on soft power, according to Menga, Mirumachi (2016), shifts the attention 

from a more event-based analysis of cooperation and conflict to an analysis that is more 

focused on the transboundary water interactions. An emphasis on soft power and 

transboundary water interactions is determined by the framing of water-related issues 

(Menga & Mirumachi, 2016). Cascao and Zeitoun (2010) also concur that bargaining and 

ideational power (two forms of soft power) hold potential for non-hegemonic riparian to 

challenge the hegemon. Ideational power especially is the key explanatory factor for 

asymmetric power relations in transboundary water disputes (Cascao & Zeitoun, 2010). 

Securitization theory is about discourse setting and issue framing. Hence, ideational 

power is key to understanding the connections between the field of hydro-hegemony and 

securitization theory.  

Gary Winslett draws on securitization theory to explain the relationship and 

bargaining power of hydro-hegemon and non-hegemon. Winslett (2015) proposes the 

“substitutability” aspect of water and its effect on the securitization of the hydro-

hegemon and non-hegemon. The perceived importance of water and the policy goals it is 

meant to advance and the presence or absence of alternative options (or substitutes) 

influence securitization. The hydro-hegemon has the first-mover advantage and 
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securitizes first (Winslett, 2015). The extent of the hegemon’s securitization determines 

the weaker riparian’s bargaining power. The weaker riparian’s substitutability also 

influences its securitization. Winslett (2015) argues that the two riparians’ securitization 

then interacts with one another to determine their interaction. Winslett’s theory of 

“substitutability” and a sequential framework for hydro-politics elegantly explains the 

connections between hydro-hegemony and securitization theory. Although his theory of 

“substitutability” contains elements of domestic politics (when determining whether the 

riparian deems there is an alternative policy), it is nebulous. There is also sub-state level 

contestation that occurs during the “determining period,” as the state as a unit is both 

unitary and composite (Mesbahi, 2011). The earlier ontology of hydro-hegemony 

literature has been state-centric, portraying it as a monolithic entity (Warner et al., 2017). 

This dissertation will focus on the evolution of securitization and the bargaining power of 

India and Bangladesh as a consequence of their regime change and the role of sub-state 

actors in the state’s securitization, thereby highlighting the “composite” nature of the 

state.  

Winslett’s (2015) substitutability theory’s cursory focus on domestic politics 

reveals the interconnections between domestic and international politics in transboundary 

hydro-politics. Warner and Zawahri (2012) also support this interconnection. Jeremy 

Allouche (2010) goes a step further by suggesting that water management has a profound 

impact on the modern state and vice versa. The need for water allowed the state to 

establish its legitimacy and exert control through establishing hydraulic regimes 

(Allouche, 2010). Menga (2016) concur with Allouche by arguing that nationalism, 
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identity, and nation-building impacts transboundary water relations through hydraulic 

projects like dams. Their works indicate a shift away from the state-centric focus in 

hydro-politics and hydro-hegemony literature.   

Shlomi Dinar challenges realist analysis of hydro-politics and asymmetric 

bargaining outcomes to argue that, while aggregate power is important, riparian parties’ 

perception of the benefits from joint action can facilitate cooperation. While a more 

powerful upstream state may be more likely to engage in unilateral utilization of river 

resources (as per realist argument), if the state perceives that unilateral efforts are not as 

efficient as joint action, that may induce the state to come to the table (Dinar, 2009). This 

means that even if the upstream riparian state is relatively more powerful, cooperation or 

agreement with a less powerful downstream state is still possible through strategic 

interactions.  

What were the factors behind the discussions on the Farakka and the Ganges in 

1972 (Abbas, 1982)? What made the upstream hegemon agree to negotiate with a newly 

independent (and weaker) downstream neighbor? The cases of international water treaties 

that Dinar (2009) presents are different from India-Bangladesh hydro-political realities 

(which includes geographical realities). In the case of Turkey and Syria on the Tigris and 

Euphrates, the parties used issue-linkage as a tactic to produce an agreement. Dinar 

(2009) also presents the possibility of Syria using its upstream position on the Orontes to 

influence future hydro-political cooperation and enhance its bargaining power. That is not 

an option for Bangladesh, which is downstream of the major rivers like the Ganges (the 

Padma in Bangladesh) and the Brahmaputra (the Jamuna in Bangladesh), which are 
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shared with India. Therefore, looking at the factors that shape the riparian parties’ 

perceptions and preferences and induce cooperation is crucial. 

On the other hand, Bangladesh has taken advantage of its geographic upper hand 

on the Atrai river (at a certain point) to build a rubber dam against India’s interests. In 

this case, Indian’s central government’s perceptions of Bangladesh’s political parties 

played a crucial role in its concession. Therefore, as Dinar (2009) argues, hydro-politics’ 

realism-based argument on aggregate power ignores the possibility of a weaker riparian’s 

efforts in limiting the hegemon’s alternatives. This is where domestic actors play an 

essential role in shaping perceptions and influencing international negotiations. Ideational 

power, one of the three pillars of hydro-hegemony, as discussed by Menga (2016), is not 

reserved for the hydro-hegemon. The weaker riparian may also have it (even if on a lesser 

degree), which can lead to negotiation and its outcome.  

Understanding the ideational power or the ability to frame or construct the “other” 

riparian is vital in India and Bangladesh’s hydro-politics. Arguably, ideational power is 

the most important of the three pillars of power, since it provides the ontological 

foundation to the understanding of material and bargaining power (Winslett, 2015). How 

the state and non-state actors in both countries perceive each other impacts their hydro-

politics. One example is the dispute over the transboundary river Atrai. Although the 

Atrai originates in West Bengal, at one point, Bangladesh is in the upstream from West 

Bengal. Therefore, when Bangladesh built a rubber dam on the Atrai, it restricted flow to 

West Bengal, creating a political dispute. Curiously, New Delhi is reluctant to press 

Bangladesh on the Atrai issue since it might jeopardize the pro-Indian administration in 
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Bangladesh (Chaudhury, 2017). In this example, the idea of having a friendly 

administration in Dhaka is important enough for New Delhi to overlook Kolkata’s 

concerns, giving the weaker riparian some bargaining power. The Atrai dispute is an 

example of counter-hegemony (Zeitoun & Warner, 2006), where the weaker riparian 

exploited its advantageous geographic position and the political preference of the central 

government of the hydro-hegemon to further its interest on a shared river.  

Beyond the state actors, the media plays a crucial role in how the average public 

views both countries. Media construction of Indian or Bangladeshi policies occurs in the 

domestic realm, which has ramifications in the international sphere. For example, Sobhan 

(2005) argues that there is a strong anti-India media-bias in Bangladesh that suggests the 

idea that India is working with the Awami League to destabilize the country. Such 

inferences in the Bangladeshi media then translates into questioning the loyalty of 

political parties. Similarly, Sobhan (2005) argues that in India, Bangladesh is portrayed 

as a breeding ground of Islamic fundamentalism and as a haven of anti-Indian insurgents. 

Such radical portrayals (the media’s ideational power) can then lead Indian policy-

makers to take preemptive or interventionist measures, such as on shared rivers.  

Aside from domestic politics and ideational power, international water laws and 

norms may also induce equity. Gupta (2016) argues that while hydro-hegemony may 

promote absolute territorialism and a nationalistic agenda, watercourses conventions 

(such as the 1966 Helsinki Rules on the Uses of International River and 1997 UN 

Watercourses Convention) can counter the hydro-hegemon by promoting ideas of 

‘sovereign equality’ and ‘territorial integrity.’ Gupta (2016) concedes that such 
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watercourses conventions have limitations in their implementation, and no major upper 

riperians have ratified the 1997 Convention. However, she does not elaborate on the 

normative power of watercourses conventions in major upper riparians states that are not 

party to these conventions. Despite the limitations, international water conventions and 

norms may restrict the hydro-hegemon’s options and induce more equitable agreements.  

The key to determining the power of international watercourses laws is to observe 

state behavior (Woodhouse & Zeitoun, 2008). According to them, the power of 

international watercourses laws is connected to the type of hydro-hegemon. A ‘benign’ 

hegemon’s (like Germany on the Rhine River) behavior is more likely to correspond with 

international laws and norms on watercourses, while a ‘dominative’ hegemon’s (like 

Israel on the Jordan River) behavior is less likely to correspond (Woodhouse & Zeitoun, 

2008). It is apparent from Woodhouse and Zeitoun (2008) and Gupta’s (2016) analysis 

that while international watercourses laws may not have a significant impact on the 

behavior of a ‘dominant’ hegemon, they set a standard of conduct, which may help a 

weaker riparian to identify unfair practice.  

Waseem Ahmed Qureshi approaches hydro-hegemony from a more visible and 

coercive angle. Even though Qureshi (2017) sees that the imbalance of power is a crucial 

factor in the absence of war, the hydro-hegemon aim is to “…muscle their way to 

advantageous positions” (p. 47). Admittedly, Qureshi (2017) mentions that India has 

managed to gain hydro-hegemony over Pakistan through its positive image and its 

diplomatic relations along with its material advantage (economic, military, and 

geographical). However, according to him, the main reason why India is reviewing its 
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1947. However, due to discriminatory treatment and complaints over the disbursement of 

a monthly allowance, the East Pakistani students soon had to leave the school (Sengupta, 

2014). In other words, the thinking was that these institutions are now Indian and 

Pakistanis are not welcomed here.  

Similar thinking applied to the Ganges post-Partition. In the 1950s and 1960s, as 

the two rivals engaged over the Ganges and the Farakka project, India would not 

recognize East Pakistan’s claims over the river. The Indians maintained that the Ganges 

is ‘almost’ an Indian river and not an international river (Abbas, 1982). In other words, 

there remained a disagreement over the identity of the Ganges. Thomas (2017) argues 

that international rivers cannot exist without national borders. The Partition created 

national borders. India’s denial of the Ganges identity as an international river had 

political interests. Claiming that the Ganges is an Indian river facilitates India’s control 

over its resources.  

The origins of water conflict between India and Bangladesh is based on the 

decision to build the Farakka Barrage. The planning phase of the Barrage predates 

Bangladesh’s independence. While there is evidence to support the argument that the 

Muslim League was preoccupied with West Pakistan and the Indus River, after Partition, 

the Pakistani government did engage with its Indian counterparts on the question of the 

Ganges and Farakka. The Indian government decided to build the Barrage in 1961 to 

solve the siltation problem and formally informed the Pakistani government. It was 

argued that the smooth operation of the port is vital for Kolkata’s overall economic 

prosperity. This decision created a division between India and Pakistan in the 1950s and 
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1960s (Salman & Uprety, 2002). Tensions over water existed between India and Pakistan 

ever since 1947. Whereas the two countries came to an agreeable, long-term solution 

over the Indus River, they failed to replicate something similar on the Ganges River.  

India-Pakistan: and the Farakka Barrage Politics 

Just as disagreements existed during the British Raj among experts over the 

deterioration of the Hooghly and possible solutions, later during the 1960s, as the Indian 

government announced the building of the Barrage, some Indian experts voiced their 

opposition. For example, engineer Kapil Bhattacharya in a 1961 article, expressed his 

opposition. He argued that the proposed Farakka Barrage would spell disaster for India’s 

Bihar and West Bengal (Crow et al., 1995). The decision to approve the project was made 

during Jawaharlal Nehru’s administration, despite uncertainties. Nehru cited K.K. 

Framji’s 1958 study that saw no harmful side effects from the Barrage in upstream or 

downstream regions. The study considered irrigation, flood control, and drainage projects 

but not salinization, fishery, and rain-fed agriculture, a technique that is more prevalent in 

Bangladesh (Crow et al., 1995). After 56 years, Bhattacharya's concerns were recently 

vindicated by Nitish Kumar, the Chief Minister of Bihar, along with the well-known 

Indian water conservationist Rajendra Singh, who sees the Barrage as a curse (N Islam, 

2017). Chief Minister Kumar raised the demand to decommission the Barrage to the 

central government in 2016 and again in 2017 (N Islam, 2017). Therefore, now there is 

no way to question Bhattacharya's decades-old warnings and argue (as Nehru and Framji 

did) that the Barrage will only benefit the people. The people of Bihar are witnesses to 

the harmful side-effects of the Barrage as riverbank erosion worsens.  
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From a domestic political perspective, building the Barrage was the only option 

that had little political opposition within India (Crow et al., 1995). To the dismay of the 

West Bengal politicians, the New Delhi government did not take immediate action. In 

1936, hydraulic observations were conducted, and in 1948, Bengal engineers 

recommended a barrage at Farakka and presented their scheme to the Central Water and 

Power Commission (CWPC). However, the Commission wanted to investigate another 

site, which meant that the Farakka scheme was not included in Nehru’s First Five Year 

Plan (Lok Sabha, 1961). The politicians of West Bengal felt that New Delhi was 

discriminating against the state in favor of states like Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu (Crow 

et al., 1995). In 1958, Tridib Kumar Chaudhuri, an Indian Parliament member from West 

Bengal and a leader of the Revolutionary Socialist Party, criticized the central 

government during a Lok Sabha or Parliament debate. He stated that after a concrete 

Ganga Barrage proposal was submitted in 1951-52, there has been an “attitude of 

hostility” from the Ministry of Irrigation and Power (Lok Sabha, 1958). After 

independence, major Indian cities like Kolkata faced a shortage of housing, sanitation, 

water supply, and other infrastructure (Turner, 1961). Sustaining the Port became 

Kolkata’s lifeline to maintain its power and political and economic relevance in India and 

the basic well-being of West Bengal’s people.  

In addition, West Bengal’s politicians felt that the main reason why Murshidabad 

was given to India was to undertake the Farakka project. West Bengal Member of 

Parliament (MP) H. N. Mukerjee stated during a Lok Sabha session that the Radcliffe 

Commission knew very well that India had to have Murshidabad for the construction of 
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the Farakka Barrage and Pakistan has no ground to object to the project (Lok Sabha, 

1958). His statement implies that by hesitating to execute the Farakka project, the Indian 

government is not fulfilling its independence mandate. This is a politically charged move. 

It can potentially become a question of the government’s legitimacy. If the government is 

not satisfying one of its promises during independence, then it is not a government that 

represents the will of the people. More specifically, Murshidabad is a Muslim majority 

district, which under the faith-based partition plan, should have went to Pakistan. India, 

however, lobbied for Murshidabad to constructing the Farakka Barrage and gain control 

of the Ganges flow. To the dismay of West Bengal, the central government was not 

giving the project adequate consideration. Even though the West Bengal MPs did not 

mention this, the execution of the project would economically benefit the Muslim-

majority Murshidabad. The government’s inaction could have alienated this key voting 

group.  

In January 1961, India formally informed Pakistan about the execution of the 

Farakka project. However, even in March 1961, there was general confusion and anger 

among West Bengal politicians about whether or not the project was to be realized. After 

reviewing the government’s grant demands, West Bengal’s politicians noticed that the 

Ganga Barrage Project was not given adequate funding (Lok Sabha, 1961). This added to 

their confusion and frustration. Therefore, the West Bengal politicians continued to 

debate about the importance of the Farakka Barrage in Lok Sabha. Muhammed Elias, a 

West Bengal MP, stated that the Kolkata Port handles around 80 percent of India’s cargo 

traffic. The loss of the Port will be a great loss for both Bengal and India (Lok Sabha, 
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1961). Elias cautioned that “If the Calcutta Port dies due to want of completion of this 

Farakka Barrage, then the whole of Bengal will die, and if Bengal dies it would be a great 

danger also to the whole of India” (Lok Sabha, 1961, p. 8290). The implication is that the 

Barrage is Kolkata and West Bengal’s last lifeline and inaction on the Barrage is an 

existential threat. This is a clear example of securitization. Securitizing the Farakka 

project was West Bengal politicians’ bargaining tool to pressure the central government 

to undertake the project.  

Similarly, the Farakka Barrage project had backing from the business sector. 

Investors were not keen on losing money due to Kolkata Port’s closure. The industrial 

class of West Bengal had close ties with the Congress Party, and they pushed for the 

project (Crow et al., 1995). West Bengal’s industrialists believed that building the 

Farakka Barrage would reduce the shipping cost and foster employment and economic 

growth in West Bengal. During a parliament session, a Member of Parliament (MP) 

suggested that the barrage on the Ganges, near Farakka, would be useful to shorten the 

route between lower and northern Bengal and Assam (Parliament Secretariat, 1952). 

Meaning, like the industrialists, West Bengal’s politicians also believed that executing 

the Farakka scheme would be commercially beneficial.  

At the international level, Pakistani and Indian experts were in contact over the 

Farakka Barrage Project before the announcement in 1961. Even before the formal notice 

in January 1961, Indian newspapers published reports on plans of the Barrage in 1951, 

which led the Pakistani government to express its concerns. The Indian response stated 

that Pakistan’s worries are “purely hypothetical” (Crow et al., 1995). Throughout the 
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early 1950s, the two countries shared lettered and reports where Pakistan expressed its 

concerns while India is providing reassurances that the Farakka project and the Gandak (a 

tributary of the Ganges) are still in preliminary stages. In 1956, India denounced the 

Barcelona Convention and Statute of 1921. Created during the days of the League of 

Nations, the Convention dealt with ensuring the movement of people and other items 

through the waterways within the national boundaries. While Article 4 of the Convention 

stated that a state must treat all vessels within its waterways equally, Article 5 allowed a 

state to deny such equal treatment of foreign vessels for security reasons (League of 

Nations, 1921). Pakistan argued that the denunciation of the Barcelona Convention 

allowed India to proceed with the Farakka project (Abbas, 1982). 

West Bengal politicians, on the other hand, were irritated with the central 

government’s management of the Farakka Barrage issue and its engagement with 

Pakistan. Tridib K. Chaudhuri said, “Pakistan has been raising objections about anything 

and everything under the sun if it is something related to Indian interests. Are we to go by 

Pakistan’s objections even in these vital matters?” (Lok Sabha, 1958, p. 595). According 

to Chaudhuri, even though the Indian government withdrew from the Barcelona 

Convention, it was not necessary, since the Convention would not have prevented India 

from undertaking the project (Lok Sabha,1958). In other words, West Bengal’s 

politicians thought that the central government was more concerned about Pakistan’s 

objections and potential international legal constraints, both of which were irrelevant to 

the Ganges-Farakka project.  
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As mentioned earlier, India saw the Ganges as an “almost” Indian River, and East 

Pakistan’s claims were meritless. They also argued that East Pakistan’s problem is 

concerning the abundance of water and not a lack of it. Its thinking is reflected in the 

comment of Baleshwar Nath (part of the Indian expert delegation in 1968), who said, 

“…with a basket full of loaves in the Brahmaputra, Pakistan was asking for a bite in the 

almost empty basket of the Ganga…” (Abbas, 1982). It is worth mentioning here that, (as 

it is reflected in Nath’s comment), as India and Pakistan engaged over the Ganges in this 

period, the Indian side called the river Ganga (the Hindi version of the name), rather than 

the Ganges (the English version of the name). This is another way to nationalize the river 

and deny its international identity.  

Despite the criticisms from West Bengal, India, and Pakistan held their first 

meeting in July 1960, which included experts from the two countries and exchanged data 

(Wolf & Newton, 2008). In January 1961, the Indian government informed the Pakistani 

government of the beginning of the construction of the Barrage. PM Nehru and President 

Ayub Khan met in March 1961 to discuss other matters, and Farakka was informally 

mentioned. Later PM Nehru told the Indian Parliament that he and President Khan agreed 

to cooperate over the Farakka project and hold ministerial-level meetings after the facts 

had been gathered (Crow et al., 1995) (see Figure 3.3 number 2). In other words, there 

would be a lower, expert-level meeting first. The purpose of these expert-level meetings 

was to gather enough data and come to an understanding before holding the ministerial-

level meeting. Multiple meetings took place at the secretary-level from 1968 to 1970, all 

of which failed to produce a clear, long-term agreement. B. M. Abbas, who was closely 
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involved in negotiations with India (as a Pakistani and later as a Bangladeshi), argues that 

India kept Pakistan busy by asking for more and more data, which was not reciprocated 

when it came to data on the Kosi and Gandak (Abbas, 1982). During the 1970 secretarial 

meeting, the two states agreed to share water. However, the amount was left to be 

decided at the next meeting (Crow et al., 1995). Bangladesh’s independence war in 1971 

put the decision on hold. Overall, during these meetings, while Pakistan wanted a clear 

framework guaranteeing water sharing, India claimed it needed more time to acquire 

accurate data (Wolf & Newton, 2008).  

If there was no accurate data that facilitates water sharing, then India’s decision to 

construct the Barrage becomes questionable. It is interesting to note that, after India 

announced Barrage’s construction in 1961, in 1962 Pakistan proposed the idea of a 

Ganges Barrage near the Hardinge Bridge in East Pakistan, near the Indian border. Under 

Pakistan’s plans, the height of the proposed Ganges Barrage would depend on how much 

water India would agree to release at Farakka, and actually, it would be built to submerge 

the Farakka project (Brichieri-Colombi & Bradnock, 2003). India perceived the Ganges 

Barrage plan as a retaliatory measure against the Farakka Barrage and rejected the 

proposal (Salman & Uprety, 2002).  

The political relationship broke down during the 1960s and 1970s. In an interview 

between Ben Crow and Indira Gandhi in 1978, Crow asked Gandhi about the reason for 

the lack of agreement on Farakka with Pakistan. Gandhi answered, “Talks can only be 

held if there is an atmosphere of confidence and amity. That was a period [referring to the 

decade of 1961-1971] when there was acute distrust and no respect, therefore there was 
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no agreement even on much lesser issues” (Crow et al., 1995, p. 94). It is unclear from 

the brief snapshot of the interview that Crow, Lindquist, Wilson (1995) share whether 

Gandhi considered Farakka as a “lesser issue.” Nevertheless, former Indian High 

Commissioner to Pakistan Rajeshwar Dayal implied to interviewer Ben Crow that India 

didn’t expect a fruitful negotiation, and so they put off frank and serious negotiation until 

the completion of the project. Therefore, it seems that appeals for more accurate data by 

India were just a stalling strategy.  

Overall, during these meetings, Pakistan’s government opposed the Indian 

government’s (and the experts cited by the government) conclusion that the Barrage is 

the solution to the Hooghly’s silting problem. Even before the meetings in the 1960s, 

both India and Pakistan resorted to experts to analyze the Barrage’s plans and its promise. 

In 1957, India consulted Dr. Walter Hensen while Pakistan consulted Professors Arthur 

Ippen and Clarence Wicker. The two reports that they produced came to opposing 

conclusions. Hensen argued that the Farakka Barrage is the best solution to Hooghly’s 

siltation problem, while Ippen and Wicker concluded that the Barrage would only worsen 

the problem (Crow, et a., 1995). According to Hensen, “There is no other way of 

stopping the long term deterioration of the Bhagirathi-Hooghly except by regulation of 

the upland supplies. Such regulation is only possible with the construction of a barrage 

across the Ganga” (Lok Sabha, 1958). The Pakistani government cited Ippen and 

Wicker’s report to oppose the Barrage. Interestingly, Bangladesh would later cite the 

same report to oppose Farakka. The Indian government’s position, on the other hand, was 
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supported by Hensen and Framji’s reports. India did not heed Pakistan’s concerns and 

went ahead with its plans.  

As the data impasse of the 1960s was occurring, the Farakka problem attracted the 

attention of the Western powers and the Soviet Union. Although part of the Non-Aligned 

Movement, India was in the Soviet camp, while Pakistan was in the American camp. 

However, Pakistan appealed to the Soviets and received some support. The Soviet Union 

advised India to peacefully settle the dispute and sent Nikolay Firyubin to India before 

the meeting in July 1970 (Abbas, 1982). Pakistan raised the Farakka issue to the UN as 

well, hoping that such escalation would prompt India to move ahead in the negotiation 

(Crow et al., 1995). Perhaps the hope was to have a ministerial-level meeting; however, 

this is only speculation. The Western powers and the World Bank also advised India to 

settle the dispute, and the US was willing to use its diplomatic power over India to 

facilitate a successful negotiation. Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Arshad Hossein raised the 

issue to the World Bank President, who was willing to mediate the Farakka dispute. The 

World Bank President even garnered the willingness of Indian Finance Minister Morarji 

Desai (Crow et al., 1995). The attempt to involve a third party in resolving the Ganges 

dispute went nowhere.   

What did Pakistan achieve in its attempt to resolve the Ganges-Farakka dispute? 

Some may interpret the data impasse of the 1960s and argue that the Pakistani era of the 

dispute achieved little progress because Pakistan was not as concerned about East 

Pakistan and the dispute remained unresolved. Verghese (1999), for example, argues that 

Pakistan took a softer approach to the issue of Farakka to have better gains on the issue of 



 

108 

 

Kashmir. However, there was some progress. First, Pakistan did bring India to the 

negotiation table. Even though some Indian officials argued that the Ganges is “almost” 

an Indian river, agreeing to hold talks over the Farakka project is an indirect recognition 

of the fact that Pakistan is a co-riparian on the Ganges. Furthermore, it is also an 

admission of the idea that Pakistan has some interest in the Farakka project. Holding the 

meetings is an indirect acceptance that the Barrage will have enough impact in East 

Pakistan for India to hold joint talks over the project.  

The last meeting between India and Pakistan over the Farakka Barrage took place 

in July 1970. In this secretarial-level meeting, the two sides agreed that “the point of 

delivery of supplies to Pakistan of such quantum of water as may be agreed upon will be 

Farakka” (Crow et al., 1995, p 93). It was in this meeting that India recognized the 

Ganges as an international river, and accepted the principle of sharing its water (Tiwari, 

2006). This understanding is a crucial achievement in the Pakistani era. First, this is a 

formal recognition of the idea that the Ganges is not an “almost” India river, but an 

international river (Hossain, 1998). This recognition also implies that India does not have 

unilateral political power over the Ganges and its resources, and it must consider the 

concerns of the other co-riparian. Second, in the 1970 meeting, the Indian side agreed to 

“deliver” water to Pakistan, and the quantity would be decided later. This helped to create 

a stage for future talks on the issue and create joint mechanisms (Hossain, 1998). This 

agreement to “deliver” water made it easier for Bangladesh to negotiate with India later.   

Aside from the Ganges and the Farakka, the two countries had few exchanges 

over the Teesta River during the 1950s and 1960s. The Teesta originates in northern 
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Sikkim, flows through West Bengal before entering Bangladesh. The river, then, merges 

into the Brahmaputra in Bangladesh. During the first meeting of technical experts in June 

of 1960, the Indian delegates briefly noted the plans of a Teesta Barrage and supplied 

some information on the river and its barrage plan (Crow et al., 1995). Pakistan also 

presented details of its barrage plans. Before this meeting, Pakistan informed India about 

its barrage plans on the Teesta in 1955, which prompted the latter country to reserve its 

position until the former answered its request of the particulars of the project (Abbas, 

1982). However, at home, India was also thinking about its own project on the Teesta 

River. During a Lok Sabha session, S. C. Samanta praised the progress on the Tista 

(Teesta) River and urged the government not to delay this matter (Lok Sabha, 1958). 

When Pakistan presented the update on its Teesta Barrage in a 1968 meeting, India 

protested against the project on the ground of potential negative repercussions in its 

territory. However, in another meeting held in March 1969, the Indian side suggested a 

reconciliation of the two projects and asked Pakistan for more information (Abbas, 1982). 

The Indian plans of a barrage on the Teesta were realized in 1996, in a project named 

Gajoldoba Barrage. Bangladesh finished building its own Teesta Barrage in 1990. While 

both barrages are aimed to supply water and irrigate the lands since India’s Gajoldoba 

Barrage is bigger and located upstream, Bangladesh’s Teesta Barrage cannot fully irrigate 

the farms due to water shortage (Chandan, 2019). Plans of a barrage on the Teesta existed 

before Partition but were abandoned (Verghese, 1999).  
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India-Pakistan Era an Overview and Conclusion 

Hydro-politics between India and Pakistan (and eventually Bangladesh) began 

with the partition of Bengal and the allocation of Murshidabad to India. The Muslim 

League took less interest in East Pakistan, whereas the Congress saw Murshidabad being 

crucial to Kolkata’s future. This did give Congress more power in influencing the 

partition of Bengal. MP Mukerjee’s comments during the 1958 Lok Sabha session also 

support this view. The British officials were aware that India wanted Muslim-majority 

Murshidabad to gain access to the upper Ganges and construct a barrage in the future. 

Eventually, gaining Murshidabad and the upper reaches of the Ganges gave India more 

power to control the Ganges and manage its resources. That is the geographic element of 

India’s hydro-hegemonic power. By lobbying for Murshidabad, the Indian policy-makers 

were able to exert greater political influence over the Partition Committee and set the 

agenda according to their interests. India had greater political power before Partition 

through which the country gained geographic dominance over the Ganges after Partition. 

India, more specifically, West Bengal, had the desire to control the Ganges resources 

before and after Partition. They conducted hydraulic observations in 1936 and 1948. It is 

also evident from the Lok Sabha debates that West Bengal’s politicians determinedly 

pursued this issue in the 1950s and early 1960s. After the construction of the Farakka 

Barrage, India could control the river’s water and resources, thereby making it the 

dominant state on the Ganges vis-à-vis Pakistan and later Bangladesh.  

During the data exchanges with Pakistan, since India is the upper riparian, they 

were able to request more data on the Ganges but not reciprocate the same transparency 
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to the other distributary of the Ganges. This allowed India to control the information that 

is available on the Ganges and Farakka (see Figure 3.3 number 4 and letter C). 

Furthermore, the one-sided flow of information also allowed India to take away any 

bargaining power that Pakistan may gain. In other words, if India were to provide 

information on the Gandak and the Kosi, Pakistan might propose alternate action on the 

Ganges and the Farakka. India was able to control the information or knowledge and 

control the discussion to its advantage, a key aspect of a hydro-hegemon’s power 

(Menga, 2016).  

In addition, India was able to resist Pakistan’s attempt to involve a third party in 

this dispute. By limiting the issue to a bilateral process, it gave India an advantage in the 

negotiation. Morarji Desai, the Finance Minister of India, at one point, did agree to 

cooperate with the World Bank as mentioned by Crow et al., (1995). However, when 

Indira Gandhi was interviewed, she mentioned that this period was marked by mistrust. 

Therefore, even if the finance minister was willing to allow a third-party mediation, the 

Prime Minister was not. Clearly, no third-party was involved in the Indo-Pak negotiation 

over the Ganges and the Farakka project.  

Domestic politics did play a role as did securitization both before and after 

Partition. West Bengal carried out hydraulic tests on the Ganges in 1936 and 1948, which 

means that the West Bengal policymakers were highly motivated to construct a barrage 

that would sustain a port that is vital to their progress. Thus, it can be assumed that they 

were enthusiastic about gaining Murshidabad. After Partition, the securitization act 

became a tool through which the West Bengal politicians increased the political pressure 
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on the central government. The politicians and business leaders of West Bengal saw the 

Farakka project as the lifeline of the Kolkata Port and West Bengal’s economic success 

and political relevance. When there was a delay in the confirmation of the Farakka 

project in the 1950s, it created frustration and suspicion and strained the relationship 

between West Bengal and New Delhi (Crow et al., 1995). The Farakka project became a 

symbol for Kolkata’s life and prosperity and better relations with New Delhi. West 

Bengal MP M. Elias stated that the Farakka Barrage is directly connected to the life of 

Kolkata and India’s overall economic security (see Figure 3.3 number 1 and letter A). 

The securitization of the project increased the pressure on New Delhi. Since the West 

Bengal politicians did prioritize the issue to such an extent, New Delhi’s inaction 

throughout the 1950s, created a rift between state and central government. To prompt the 

central government to act on the project, the West Bengal politicians even accentuated 

the India-Pakistan rivalry. The West Bengal’s politicians argued that Pakistan is objecting 

to the project because it is related to India’s interest. Therefore, any objection that 

Pakistan raised on the project should be seen as a rival’s objection to something that is in 

the country’s best interest. This also implies that since Pakistan – India’s rival – is raising 

objections and reservations about the project, India should be skeptical. The West 

Bengal’s politicians promoted this position. It is not clear if the Indian delegates heeded 

their advice during the negotiation. On the other hand, such statements do provide an 

understanding of how some of the Indian politicians viewed the India-Pakistan 

engagement over the Farakka project. The securitization of the project was West 
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Bengal’s bargaining strategy, which was one of the factors that led to the eventual 

implementation of the Farakka project.  

The two countries fought over Kashmir in the Indo-Pakistani war of 1965 during 

the data impasse of the 1960s. Therefore, the relationship was extremely tense and highly 

politicized (see Figure 3.3 number 3 and letter B). An on-going or recent military spat is 

not conducive to a fruitful negotiation. If India were to cooperate with Pakistan over the 

Ganges, then it might have created political repercussions for Indian politicians and made 

them seem weak and bending to Pakistan’s will. In addition, the two rivals had recently 

signed the Indus Water Treaty (IWT), which was mediated by the World Bank. India felt 

that the IWT gave Pakistan a better deal since it was also a US ally (Mehta, 1988). Thus, 

it is clear to see why India would not have been very interested in having the World Bank 

(or any other third-party) mediate another water dispute with Pakistan.  

In many direct and indirect ways, the Partition is the foundation of the 

relationship between Hindus and Muslims in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, in general. 

For scholarly research on this region, the Partition remains a crucial point in time (Yusin, 

2009). The chapter demonstrates that the rivalry between India and Pakistan went beyond 

just politics and military security and extended to the realm of hydro-politics. Even 

though the Farakka Barrage may be a domestic development project aimed to sustain a 

port, the project had (and continues to have) international political ramifications. 

Naturally, the nature of hydro-politics changed as the international political environment 

changed. The independence of India and Pakistan did create a large deal of mistrust and 

tension. The difference in the political will of politicians also played a role in shaping the 
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dispute on the Ganges/Farakka. India did use its greater diplomatic leverage to not only 

influence the partition of Bengal (and gain a geographic advantage on the Ganges) but 

also to shape the discussion with Pakistan through information control. These are all acts 

of a hydro-hegemon who is willing to flex its muscle to shape hydro-politics with its 

neighbors.  

At the international level, it may seem that India was determined to build a 

barrage on the Ganges since it lobbied for Murshidabad. However, to West Bengal, such 

clarity and determination were not always evident. New Delhi’s inaction on the project 

pushed West Bengal to create a narrative where the barrage would keep Kolkata, West 

Bengal, and India alive while dithering would not. The political pressure left New Delhi 

with only one option. After the completion of the Farakka Barrage, India emerged as the 

hydro-hegemon with a clear advantage over a newly independent Bangladesh. However, 

as the next chapter will demonstrate, domestic politics and regime change in both India 

and Bangladesh created bargaining opportunities and constraints for both countries.  
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Figure 3.3 

India Pakistan on the Ganges: Theoretical connections 
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Chapter Four: India-Bangladesh 1971-1995: The Crests and Nadirs of Hydro-politics 

Introduction 

The years 1971 to 1995 served as the most dynamic period of India-Bangladesh 

hydro-political relations. Both countries experienced dramatic political changes at home. 

Congress, India’s dominant political party, became divided on political principles. Indira 

Gandhi’s anti-poverty program fell short of fulfilling its promises to the people (Paul, 

2017). As Gandhi experienced mounting political opposition, she imposed emergency 

rule to restore domestic order. In Bangladesh, Founding Father Sheikh Mujib faced the 

challenge of rebuilding a war-torn country and acquiring international aid and 

recognition. India’s humanitarian and military assistance during the war for independence 

meant that India was to be a natural ally. However, when it came to the Ganges-Farakka 

issue, the Mujib era was a time of uneasy truce (Abbas, 1982). Both countries 

experienced multiple political assassinations of the heads of government, and the Ganges-

Farakka dispute endured in this backdrop. Even though changes in regime created new 

opportunities to resolve the Ganges-Farakka dispute, domestic and bureaucratic politics 

prolonged the conflict.  

The first section of the chapter will discuss India and Bangladesh's hydro-political 

relations over the Ganges, Brahmaputra, Teesta, and the Barak rivers from 1971 to 1995. 

The concluding section will provide a discussion on the patterns witnessed during this 

period of time, arguing domestic politics was a factor that led to changes in hydro-

political relations. Similarly, it was also the factor that led to periods of impasse in 

negotiation. Securitization was likewise a critical component of the bilateral hydro-
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political ties. In India, West Bengal politicians equated the future of the Kolkata Port to 

India’s prosperity, securitizing their demands for the Farakka Barrage. On the other hand, 

in Bangladesh, anti-Indian groups considered the Barrage as a security threat to the state. 

Such sentiments became more prominent during the anti-Indian regime of President Ziaur 

Rahman, who internationalized the Farakka dispute. Given international attention, Prime 

Minister Morarji Desai accommodated Bangladesh’s demand at the expense of domestic 

criticisms. As Indira Gandhi returned to power, the resulting new understanding gave 

India the upper hand over Farakka and reestablished India’s role as the hydro-hegemon. 

Overall, the crests and nadirs of hydro-politics between India and Bangladesh are 

connected to domestic politics.  

Post-1971 Negotiations: Mujib – Indira Gandhi Era (1971-1975) 

After 1971, when East Pakistan became Bangladesh, the perception of the now 

completed Farakka Barrage didn’t improve. The War for Independence temporarily 

halted discussions on the Barrage project. Bangladesh’s Founder (later Prime Minister) 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman (referred to as Mujib henceforth), met with Indian Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi after independence, where he was warmly received. On January 

10th, 1972, Mujib gave a speech in New Delhi, where he expressed his gratitude to the 

Indian people for their sympathy and assistance of Bangladeshis during the war (Ittefaq, 

1972a). On January 22nd, the two states agreed to restart the Farakka negotiations (Ittefaq, 

1972b). The date of this meeting – immediately after Mujib’s visit – suggests that 

Farakka was a top priority, especially for the newly independent Bangladesh.  
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Later, in a March 1972 meeting, the two countries signed the Indo-Bangladesh 

Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Peace. PM Gandhi visited Dhaka on the 17th of 

March, and the Friendship Treaty was signed on the 19th. The Treaty aimed to create a 

friendly relationship and avoid military conflict between the two countries. The 

Friendship Treaty was valid for 25 years. Article VI of the Friendship Treaty stipulated 

that the two countries will conduct joint studies and take actions in the fields of flood 

control, development of the river basin, and the development of hydro-power (Crow et 

al., 1995). However, the Friendship Treaty was met with criticism in Bangladesh, even in 

Mujib’s own administration. In July 1973, then finance minister (and Bangladesh’s first 

prime minister), Tajuddin Ahmed, stated his criticism of the Friendship Treaty in 

Parliament. He said that Bangladesh would not accept subservience to anyone (Azad, 

1973a). To some in Bangladesh, the Friendship Treaty did not create a friendly 

relationship between two equal actors. It is important to note that, Ahmed and Mujib 

were very close political partners pre-independence; however, post-independence, there 

was a rift in their relationship. Ahmed was against Mujib’s Bangladesh Krishak Sramik 

Awami League (BaKSAL also BAKSAL), which essentially created a one-party system 

in 1975. Around the same time, the Minister of Water, Khondaker Mostaq Ahmed – who 

later supported the organizers of the coup d’état and assassination of Mujib in August 

1975 – stated during a parliamentary session that the Farakka Barrage is a real problem 

for Bangladesh (Azad, 1973b).   

It is natural to wonder how Mujib reacted to Tajuddin Ahmed’s views on the 

Friendship Treaty. The opposition party members were also opposed to the Friendship 
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Treaty, especially to Articles 9 and 10 (Azad, 1973a). Article 9 of the Friendship Treaty 

prohibits the signatories from assisting any third party who is in armed conflict with one 

of the signatory parties (Treaty of Peace and Friendship, 1972). Article 10 ensures that 

the two countries will not bind themselves (secretly or openly) to any commitment that is 

incompatible with the Treaty (Treaty of Peace and Friendship, 1972). It is understandable 

why critics were opposed to these two articles. The two articles can be interpreted to 

create a restriction and limit the sovereign parties from making agreements and forming 

alliances. To this day, some in Bangladesh call the Friendship Treaty the “Treaty of 

Servitude.” Such sentiments are evident in Tajuddin Ahmed’s comments above.  

However, the Friendship Treaty had considerable significance, which may explain 

why Mujib signed it. First, after Bangladesh’s independence on December 16th, 1971, 

Indian troops – after providing military assistance towards the end of the nine-month-

long war – remained in Bangladesh, and it was beginning to look like an occupation 

(Shamim, n.d.). A letter was written on January 11th, 1972 by India’s representative to the 

UN Shri S. Sen assuring the Secretary-General that Indian troops are in Bangladesh at the 

request of the government, and they will not stay there “… a day longer than necessary” 

(Foreign Affairs Records, 1972). Under Article 8, both parties agreed to refrain from 

aggression against the other party and vowed not to use its territory to create a threat or 

cause military damage to the other party (Treaty of Peace and Friendship, 1972). Indian 

troops’ presence in an independent Bangladesh did create a military threat. At least, to the 

people who had just fought an independence war, the presence of foreign troops (even if 

of a friendly state) was seen as a potential military threat. The Treaty provided a legal 
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reason for Indian troops' withdrawal. In other words, the same fear of foreign 

subservience (as reflected in Tajuddin Ahmed’s comments) led Mujib to sign the Treaty. 

Second, after independence from Pakistan, many states in the world – especially Muslim 

states and great powers like China and the U.S. – withheld their recognition, which 

provided added impetus (Shamim, n.d.). Bangladesh needed a political ally. The 

Friendship Treaty neutralized any potential Indian military threat and created areas for 

cooperation and collaboration, such as in the arts, culture, trade, flood control, irrigation, 

and hydro-power generation. Neutralizing any potential Indian military threat and 

formalizing the India-Bangladesh alliance might have been the reasons why Mujib signed 

the Treaty. The Treaty of Friendship demonstrated Bangladesh’s statehood to the world, 

especially when some great powers withheld recognition. Discussing the motivations 

behind signing the Friendship Treaty and its criticisms is essential. The criticisms of the 

Treaty provides an early observable example of anti-Indian sentiments, which may have 

contributed to the broader discussion and perception of the Farakka Barrage in an 

independent Bangladesh. Additionally, it demonstrates the political dissonance within 

Mujib’s administration.  

In March 1972, after the Friendship Treaty was signed, the Joint Rivers 

Commission (JRC) was created in April. The Commission was created to initiate joint 

studies and efforts to maximize the benefits of the shared river system in India and 

Bangladesh. Under Article IV of the JRC Statute, the Commission has the responsibility 

to maintain liaison between the two governments and to conduct joint studies (Statue of 

Joint Rivers Commission, 1972). There was disagreement on the design of the JRC 
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during its creation. Bangladesh wanted to have a fulltime secretariat with experts, which 

was not supported by India (Verghese, 1999). Even though the JRC Statute does not 

mention Farakka, the two governments can turn to the Commission regarding the Farakka 

issue if they desire. Soon after its creation, the Ganges augmentation issues came into the 

purview of the Commission. In May 1974, in the Joint Declaration, the two countries 

stated that Ganges water during the lean season would not meet both India’s and 

Bangladesh’s needs (Khan, 1996). The solution of augmenting the Ganges would be up 

to the JRC to study.  

Although Mujib had better relations with Indira Gandhi, the relationship 

experienced some obstacles. In 1974, the two countries began negotiations to define their 

borders and resolve the enclave issue. The enclave issue goes back to 1949 and the 

Partition before that. The Partition did not address the enclaves because it only applied to 

areas ruled by the British and not to the princely states, like Cooch Bihar. Even though 

India and Pakistan agreed to exchange enclaves in 1958, it was not politically popular in 

India, especially among Hindu right-wing groups (Jones, 2009). In 1974, Mujib and 

Gandhi reached an agreement where Bangladesh ceded control of the Berubari enclave to 

India. The Indian parliament did not ratify that treaty despite Bangladesh’s concessions. 

The enclave issue remained unresolved until 2015. Since the Indian-Bangladesh border is 

porous in many areas, migration (legal and illegal) is a perennial area of contention 

between the neighbors. Especially during the 1971 Bangladeshi war of independence, 

around 10 million East Pakistanis sought refuge in India, especially in West Bengal and 

India’s northeastern states, like Assam. The majority of the refugees were Hindus fleeing 



 

125 

 

religious persecution during the war. While most of the refugees returned after the war, 

the migration flow from Bangladesh remained. The constant migration from Bangladesh 

has been framed as an existential threat to India (Upadhyaya, 2006). Therefore, the 

continuous migration from Bangladesh into India and the unresolved enclave issue 

became just as politicized as the Ganges water (Cons, 2013).  

Going back to the Ganges issue, Dhaka accused New Delhi of violating the 1975 

Agreement, where Bangladesh allowed India to test run the feeder canal of the Barrage 

only from April 21st to May 31st of 1975. India’s continued withdrawal after the 

stipulated period was interpreted as a violation by Bangladesh. It is curious why the 

Indian government went ahead with the test run of the Barrage when it acknowledged in 

the 1974 Joint Declaration that the Ganges River does not have sufficient flow during the 

lean months to meet the needs of both states. B.M. Abbas (1982) presents a statement that 

Dr. K. L. Rao, the Minister of Irrigation and Power, made in August 1972 at the Indian 

Parliament. Dr. Rao stated that at the time, it was difficult for the Indian experts to 

quantify the discharge required to meet Kolkata Port’s needs (Abbas, 1982). When Rao 

and Abbas met in September 1972, the former informed the latter that an experimental 

program on the navigational requirement of the Hooghly River would begin at 40,000 

cusecs (Abbas, 1982). In addition, Rao informed Abbas that someone close to Mujib told 

Mrs. Gandhi that 10,000 cusecs would be enough for Bangladesh (Abbas, 1982). It is not 

clear from Abbas’s account who is the person that confided in Gandhi that amount. It is 

not clear whether Mujib was aware of this side agreement. Nonetheless, this incident 

demonstrates that the Bangladeshi policymakers did not inform Abbas about this side, 
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informal agreement. He learned about the side agreement from the Indian Minister of 

Irrigation. Whoever suggested to Gandhi may have anticipated that Abbas would not 

agree to that amount. Therefore, to circumnavigate Abbas’s disapproval, he was kept 

uninformed. This was a political maneuver by this unidentified Bangladeshi policy-

maker. This incident implies that there were disagreements between Bangladesh’s 

technical experts and politicians.  

Also, it is surprising that the Indian experts and the irrigation minister were able 

to quantify the required navigation discharge within a month. Abbas (1982) does not 

elaborate on Rao’s statement on Indian experts’ difficulty estimating a discharge amount; 

however, analyzing the Lok Sabha (the lower house of the Indian Parliament) debates in 

this period can provide a possible explanation. Based on Rao’s previous statements, West 

Bengal’s politicians were not sure about the amount of water that Farakka will supply to 

the Hooghly. On August 11th, 1972, West Bengal MP Indrajit Gupta stated that New 

Delhi pressured the West Bengal State Government not to publish the white paper on the 

Farakka project. In addition, around the same time, when the West Bengal Assembly 

tried to pass a resolution on the necessity of 40,000 cusecs to save the Kolkata Port, the 

motion was amended to include the phrase “necessary amount of water” in the place of 

40,000 cusecs (Lok Sabha, 1972a). A few days earlier, on August 1st, when a West 

Bengal politician implied that the central government is backtracking from its 

commitment to supply 40,000 cusecs of water, Rao neither confirmed nor denied such 

speculations (Lok Sabha, 1972b) (see Figure 4.1 numbers 1 and 2 and letter A in Mujib-

Gandhi era row). Gupta continued to present more evidence hinting that the central 
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government or Congress (the ruling party) had other priorities besides the Farakka 

project. Gupta presented a statement from the Deputy Minister of Irrigation, where he 

provided assurances that the 149 major and medium projects sanctioned on the Ganges 

basin would not reduce water to flush the Hooghly (Lok Sabha, 1972a). It is possible that 

Rao did not want to keep promising 40,000 cusecs to West Bengal since he was not sure 

how the Ganges basin projects in the other states would impact the Farakka project. It 

was clear to New Delhi that anything less than 40,000 cusecs would be heavily criticized 

in West Bengal. Gupta asserted that “…anything less than 40,000 cusecs of water will 

ruin the Calcutta Port, which will be a national disaster…” (Lok Sabha, 1972a, p. 282). 

The amount of water supply at Farakka became securitized.  

Additionally, India and Bangladesh did not have an agreement on the withdrawal 

amount at the time. It is also possible that Rao wanted to wait until negotiation with 

Bangladesh to give the West Bengal policymakers a precise amount. Thus, Rao had to 

resort to ambiguous statements to maintain a delicate balance at home and abroad. The 

lack of communication between state and central government can fuel tension between 

domestic actors, which can influence international negotiations. Speculations aside, as 

soon as the Barrage became operational and India continued to withdraw water beyond 

the 1975 Agreement on the test run, the Ganges’s water level decreased, which further 

fueled Bangladesh’s opposition (see Figure 4.1 number 3 and letter B in Mujib-Gandhi 

era row).  

The Bangladeshi government, like the Pakistani government in the 1960s, cited 

Ippen and Wicker’s report to oppose the Farakka Barrage. For many in Bangladesh, 
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India’s support and completion of the Barrage (despite experts’ warnings) was not about 

saving the Kolkata Port, but about depriving Bangladesh of water, destroying its 

ecosystems and people’s livelihood (Crow et al., 1995). Such perceptions still hold today. 

As for what the Mujib government thought at the time, former Bangladeshi Foreign 

Minister Kamal Hossein later said that the first three years of Bangladesh were 

challenging, and the government was occupied with many different issues. The 

government was too preoccupied to attend to the Farakka issue sufficiently (Crow et al., 

1995). Mujib, for his part, was hopeful that he would be able to reach some kind of 

agreement with Gandhi on the wet season of 1975, which might have been the reason for 

approving the test run of the feeder canal (Salman & Uprety, 2002). In addition, the two 

states were in discussion to delineate their maritime boundaries at the beginning of April 

1975, and that discussion was at an impasse (Ittefaq, 1975). It is possible that Mujib 

thought approving the test run of the Farakka might shift the boundary negotiation 

towards Bangladesh’s favor. The 1975 test run was approved on 18th April. While Mujib 

may have wanted to compromise on one issue (Farakka’s test run) to gain favorable terms 

on another issue (maritime boundaries), some political leaders at the time were more 

concerned about enhancing their political careers. Crow et al. (1995) argue that the 

former Bangladeshi Water Minister Khondaker Mostaq Ahmed, for example, tried to 

prolong the Farakka issue to improve his standing in the party. 

Additionally, there was a rift between the politicians and technical experts like 

B.M. Abbas, which will be discussed in the concluding section of this chapter. Although 

West Bengal lobbied for 40,000 cusecs, under the 1975 Agreement, Bangladesh received 
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70-80 percent of the available water in the Ganges. Despite receiving most of the 

available water, the 1975 Agreement allowed India to operate the Barrage without a long-

term agreement on a fixed water-sharing schedule (Salman & Uprety, 2002).  All of these 

factors (both internal and external) influenced the Ganges-Farakka negotiation at the 

time.  

As the Bangladeshi news sources expressed concerns about India’s continual 

withdrawal after the 1975 Agreement, there were concerns about the Brahmaputra and 

the Teesta rivers. In light of India’s vision for controlling the Himalayan rivers, the 

Bangladeshi news sources in the mid-1970s were apprehensive about these plans and 

their implications for Bangladesh’s water security (Alam, 1976). To better utilize 

transboundary river water to its advantage, Bangladesh was planning a dam on the Teesta 

River in the 1970s. Originally, a dam on the Teesta was planned in 1935, the execution of 

which stopped due to WWII (Ittefaq, 1976e). In the 1970s, Bangladesh was planning its 

dam on the Teesta River and had allotted funds (Ittefaq, 1976e). During a parliamentary 

session on July 4th, 1973, Bangladeshi Water Minister K. M. Ahmed stated that the 

government was not aware of any plans of the Indian government on the Teesta River, 

and he would submit a written confirmation on the Brahmaputra River later (Azad, 

1973b). However, he mentioned that the Bangladeshi government has already 

appropriated funding for a dam on the Teesta River and would start the project next year 

(Azad, 1973b).  

Bangladesh’s concerns over India controlling the transboundary river water were 

not new since India’s plans on river inter-linking projects existed since K.L. Rao’s 1972 
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Ganga-Cauvery Link proposal (Verghese, 1999). Rao wanted to have a national water 

policy. During a Lok Sabha debate in August 1975, Rao declared that “water belongs to 

the people and not to a particular area or people” (Lok Sabha, 1975, p. 61). He envisioned 

the Farakka Barrage as part of this national water policy to supply water to areas facing 

water scarcity. His proposal also focused on building barrages on the Himalayan river 

like the Brahmaputra and linking it to the Ganges. A team of UN experts approved the 

proposal on the grounds of promoting economic development in India (Verghese, 1999). 

Rao’s ideas form the basis of India’s inclination towards transferring water across space. 

While it may seem that the JRC only focused on the Ganges, one of the JRC’s 

earliest proposals was a flood storage on the Barak (Rangachari & Verghese, 2001). As a 

result of the studies conducted by the JRC on flood control in the areas of the Barak 

River, Tipaimukh in the Indian state of Manipur was selected as the site of a hydro-

electric dam. To some scholars like Rangachari and Verghese (2001), the proposed 

project in Tipaimukh represented a solution to the chronic flooding and irrigation issues. 

Bangladesh’s position on the proposed dam has changed over the years. In the early 

1970s, Bangladesh approached India to address the flooding in its northeastern region, 

through India’s northeastern states. Thus, the JRC was given the responsibility of offering 

a solution to flooding in Assam of India and Sylhet of Bangladesh. Controlling the Barak 

river’s water was also part of Rao’s national water policy proposal. As part of this 

national water policy, he promoted bilateral cooperation with Nepal and Bangladesh to 

control the transboundary rivers, which would solve India’s flood-related issues. He 

argued that the water of the Barak River must be managed in India “…if Bangladesh is to 
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be saved from floods in that valley” (Lok Sabha, 1975, p. 63). According to Rao, 

controlling the Barak River (through a dam) would be mutually beneficial to both India 

and Bangladesh. However, in the more current context, Bangladesh opposes the dam, 

fearing a reduced share of water (Nanda et al., 2015). When the Indian government 

initiated the execution of the project in the 2000s, Bangladesh did voice its opposition.  

On a different note, Rao’s national water policy had more significant objectives. 

Supplying water to areas facing water shortage and controlling floods were undoubtedly 

part of his policy proposal. Additionally, the proposed national water policy had broader 

development goals that required power generation. Rao argued that the rivers in India 

could play a key role in power generation, and he cited the USSR as an example where 

power generation played a key role in its economic prosperity (Lok Sabha, 1975). His 

plan also aligned with Nehru’s approach promoting industrial production and building 

infrastructure in his Five Year Plans.  

The Ganges and Farakka: Zia – Desai-Indira Gandhi Era (1975-1981) 

India’s unilateral withdrawal after the end of the 1975 bilateral agreement was a 

turning point in the hydro-political relationship between the two states. After Mujib’s 

assassination in August of 1975 and the political upheaval that followed (three military 

coups between August and November), the Ganges conflict was forgotten (Crow et al., 

1995). Bangladeshi President Ziaur Rahman (henceforth, Zia) came to power in 

November 1975 after the third military coup. From 1975 to mid-1977, Major General Zia 

ruled Bangladesh, holding the titles of both Chief of Army and the Chief Martial Law 
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Administrator (CMLA). He assumed the presidency after a vote of confidence in a 

national referendum.  

After coming to power, he initiated many “food for work” programs and created 

many village-level institutions (Franda, 1981). Abroad, he took the initiative to develop a 

proposal for a framework for regional cooperation. In May of 1980, the first concrete 

proposal for the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) was 

submitted by Bangladesh. Zia’s thinking behind SAARC was motivated by a desire to 

enhance the region’s position and security after the failure of North-South dialogues and 

the rise of protectionism in the developed countries (Iqbal, 2006). Mohammad Amjad 

Hossain, a former Bangladeshi diplomat, states that Zia tried to foster good relations with 

western countries by distancing the country from the Soviet bloc and introducing multi-

party democracy. His rapport with President Jimmy Carter (Hossain, 2008) and the 1978 

visit of British Prime Minister James Callaghan also demonstrate that the western powers 

wanted to reciprocate diplomatic efforts. The Sino-Bangladesh relations also improved 

during Zia’s rule. The People’s Republic of China recognized Bangladesh in January 

1976 and deployed Zhuang Yan, its first ambassador to Bangladesh in May 1976 (Ittefaq, 

1976f). On the Ganges issue, China voiced its objections to India’s unilateral withdrawal 

after the expiration of the 1975 agreement. Zia’s visits and initiatives indicate that he was 

trying to improve Bangladesh’s regional and international political standing and 

transform Bangladesh’s foreign policy into a more proactive one and balance relations 

with global powers in the process. On the other hand, a friendlier relationship with the 

western powers can also bring legitimacy to Zia’s regime. Many of these political 
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maneuverings also had implications for hydro-politics. During this time, Bangladesh’s 

main hydro-political dispute was with India. Zia’s pivot toward the western powers and 

China coincided with shifting away from pro-Soviet India, reducing Bangladesh’s 

dependence on India. One of the battlegrounds in Zia’s fight against Indian dependency 

was the Ganges/Farakka dispute (Maniruzzaman, 1977).  

On the Ganges issue, Zia took a more active role and vowed to increase the 

pressure on India. In a May 1976 speech, he stated that Bangladesh would get its fair 

share of Ganges’s water (Ittefaq, 1976d). The statement on the Ganges water issue 

indicates Zia’s general anti-India attitude. However, he still tried to avoid direct 

confrontation with the more prominent neighbor. In late 1977, when Zia met Mrs. Gandhi 

(during Morarji Desai’s rule as the Indian PM), he described her as “a very difficult and 

tough lady” (Pandey, 2012, p. 270). Zia wanted to change Bangladesh’s pro-India foreign 

policy that was common during Mujib’s administration. Despite a cordial visit, India-

Bangladesh relations deteriorated after Mujib’s assassination (see Figure 4.1 numbers 3 

and 4 and letter B in Mujib-Indira Gandhi era row). While Zia sought to better 

Bangladesh’s image abroad, growing Islamization in the country and increased 

Bangladeshi Hindu migration to India (Upadhyaya, 2006), further heightened the tension 

between the two neighbors.  

Early in 1976, Bangladesh sent a note to India, protesting the unilateral 

withdrawal beyond the stipulated date, to which the Indian government replied on 

February 11th, 1976 (Abbas, 1982). On February 18th, a spokesperson of India’s Ministry 

of External Affairs presented a statement on the utilization of Ganges waters at Farakka. 
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According to him, the 1975 Agreement was a step forward and provided a short-term 

arrangement, pending further discussion on the allocation of water (Foreign Affairs 

Records, 1976). The Indian government stated that factual data have not substantiated the 

"adverse conditions" as a consequence of withdrawal and that the Indian experts did not 

observe any adverse effects during the lean season of 1975. Moreover, the Indian 

government mentioned a study by Professor B.L.C. Johnson of Australian National 

University, who stated that Bangladesh has a “…super-abundance of water…”, thus, 

much of the water that flows into Bangladesh, flows wastefully out to the sea (Foreign 

Affairs Records, 1976, p. 127). In other words, according to India, the Farakka Barrage is 

providing Bangladesh a service by withdrawing water that would have caused flooding 

(Foreign Affairs Records, 1976). According to the statement, Bangladesh’s concerns 

about withdrawal beyond the lean months thus indicates other objectives. Both countries 

published white papers on Farakka, Bangladesh described the impact of Farakka and 

urged India for a permanent solution during the dry season (Salman & Uprety, 2002). 

India’s paper on September 1976 elaborated on the importance of the Kolkata Port and 

claimed that since Bangladesh’s maximum requirement on the Ganges is 9,000 cusecs, 

diverting 40,000 cusecs for the Port should leave the downstream riparian with adequate 

amount to fulfill its needs (Salman & Uprety, 2002). In the end, New Delhi did satisfy 

West Bengal’s demand for 40,000 cusecs.  

Aside from the Bangladeshi bureaucracy, India’s unilateral withdrawal in the 

Ganges created concerns in the Bangladeshi media. In a 1976 article, the Ittefaq 

newspaper reported that the water level in the Padma, Gorai, and Jamuna rivers have 
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decreased; in particular, the Padma River water level has reached an all-time low in the 

last forty years (Alam, 1976). New islands had been created in these rivers, and the article 

blamed the Farakka Barrage for this phenomenon. There were demonstrations and 

protests in Bangladesh to demolish the Barrage. For example, on May 16th of 1976, 

Islamic scholar and political leader, Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani planned to 

lead a hundred thousand strong long-march toward Farakka, which stirred up tension 

between India and Bangladesh. On May 15th, the Indian Ministry of External Affairs 

summoned the Bangladeshi High Commissioner to India to express a warning about the 

planned march and informed him that the Indian border patrol would intervene in any 

kind of disorder at the border (Azad, 1976a). 

Meanwhile, Maulana Bhashani insisted on putting more pressure on India 

regarding the Farakka issue (Azad, 1976a). The news media, for their part, highlighted 

the march thoroughly – calling it a “historic march” – and even anticipated a five hundred 

thousand-strong march at one point (Azad, 1976a). Responding to India’s warning to the 

Bangladeshi High Commissioner, Maulana Bhashani stated that the march would be 

peaceful as it aimed to attract the attention of the Indian people (Azad, 1976b). He also 

added that the march is the act of a smaller power protesting against the more significant 

power (Azad, 1976b) (see Figure 4.1 numbers 3 and 4 and letter B in Mujib-Indira 

Gandhi era row). At the news of the upcoming rally, and after receiving Bhashani’s letter 

to her, PM Gandhi expressed her astonishment. She was astonished that Bhashani, who 

was an active player in the anti-British movement in India and later worked with India to 

free Bangladesh, misunderstood the country (Ittefaq, 1976a). Mrs. Gandhi reminded 
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Bhashani of the necessity of the Barrage to the Kolkata Port and West Bengal’s people. 

Gandhi’s reminder implied that Bangladesh had to understand the harsh reality in West 

Bengal and compromise on the issue of sharing Ganges’ waters (Begum, 1988).  

As the situation became more tense with the upcoming march, the dialogue 

continued in this backdrop. India sent a technical delegation to assess the effects of the 

water withdrawals to Bangladesh on April 27th, staying until May 2nd, 1976 (Abbas, 

1982). This round of talks was not fruitful, and neither side released information about 

what was achieved at that talk (Crow et al., 1995). A few days later, from May 6th to 11th, 

a team of Bangladeshi technical experts went to Kolkata and visited Farakka (Abbas, 

1982).  A joint statement provided after the meetings merely stated that the two teams 

met and observed the withdrawal and its effects (Ittefaq, 1976c). No additional detail was 

provided in that joint statement. A few days later, B. M. Abbas, who was part of the 

Bangladeshi delegation, stated to the Bangladeshi media that the withdrawal and release 

figures provided by India do not match the numbers calculated by the Bangladeshi 

experts (Ittefaq, 1976b). Interestingly, Abbas (1982) does not comment on this meeting 

or his statement afterward in his book. However, his statement to the media after the 

conference indicates the nature of the meetings’ atmosphere. Abbas’s blunt comment to 

the press about the discrepancies in withdrawal and release amounts suggest that there 

must have been disagreements about this during the meetings. Another Indian delegation 

came to Bangladesh on June 18th in the same year. Along with Farakka, the two countries 

also discussed the on-going border skirmishes and Bangladeshi civilian deaths at the 

border.  
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The developments during and after the march created a highly charged political 

atmosphere between India and Bangladesh. People from all social classes joined the 

movement. Bhashani’s march united a nation whose bitter experiences of war and the 

post-war political instabilities made them more aware of domestic and foreign forces of 

exploitation (Begum, 1988). May 16th is still celebrated as Farakka Day in Bangladesh. 

Such designation means that Bangladeshi political leaders and activists memorialize the 

outrage regarding the Farakka issue. The assassination of Mujib and Bangladeshi protests 

(like Maulana Bhashani’s march) were politicized in India as well (Verghese, 1999). 

Gandhi's reaction to Bhashani’s letter indicates that India saw the Farakka-related 

outcries in Bangladesh as a betrayal of India’s contributions to the country. For India, 

Mujib’s fall and Bhashani’s march were the evidence of Bangladesh’s non-cooperative 

attitude that justified its unilateral decision to withdraw water after the end of the 1975 

agreement (Begum, 1988). Both countries developed a non-cooperative attitude against 

the other, as demonstrated by the unsuccessful diplomatic negotiations after the march, 

indicating that the India-Bangladesh relationship had indeed reached a low point.  

Days before the UN General Assembly deliberated the Farakka matter, 

Bangladesh and India had another round of meeting in New Delhi from September 7th to 

10th, 1976. This meeting was very tense since Bangladesh had just approached the UN 

and placed Farakka on the General Assembly’s agenda (for its 31st session). In the 

meeting, the Bangladeshi delegates also accused India of several civilian deaths at the 

border (Abbas, 1982). The meeting was not productive.  
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In August 1976, Bangladesh requested a presentation of the Farakka dispute under 

Rule 14 and 20 of the Rules of Procedure of the General Assembly (Abbas, 1982). Under 

Rule 14, a UN member state can request the inclusion of a supplementary item in the 

agenda, and under Rule 20, this item should be accompanied by an explanatory 

memorandum (UN, 2008). In addition, Bangladesh justified the inclusion of the Farakka 

dispute under Articles, 10, 11, 13, 14, and 35 of the UN Charter (Abbas, 1982). The 

articles give the Assembly the power to discuss issues that may threaten international 

peace and recommend measures to promote international cooperation and peace (UN, 

1945). Bangladesh explained how the Farakka issue endangers peace and security. As 

Bangladesh worked to internationalize the Farakka issue, India and the USSR lobbied to 

prevent the issue from getting on the UN’s agenda (M Islam, 1987). At that time, India 

had warmer relations with the USSR, and the Soviet-bloc countries of Eastern Europe 

also supported the Indian position (Abbas, 1982). This relationship allowed India to gain 

the USSR’s aid to lobby against Zia’s pro-Pakistan and pro-U.S. regime. As a result, 

Bangladesh could not get its resolution adopted.  

However, The Assembly did issue a consensus statement on November 25th, 

1976, calling for India and Bangladesh to negotiate and resolve the dispute. For 

Bangladesh, India was in breach of the 1975 Agreement, increasing suspicion and lack of 

trust between the neighbors. Bhashani’s march and President Zia’s internationalization of 

the Farakka issue may have embarrassed India in the international realm (Verghese, 

1999). Even though Bangladesh did not get a resolution, it did manage to broadcast the 

issue to a global audience (Salman & Uprety, 2002). In addition to the UN, Bangladesh 
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also presented the Farakka dispute to the Seventh Islamic Conference of Foreign 

Ministers in May 1976 (Organization of Islamic Cooperation, 1976). Bangladesh raised 

the Farakka dispute at the Fifth Summit Conference of the Non-Aligned Movement in 

Colombo as well. Such moves certainly increased the pressure on India to agree on a 

water-sharing framework. Abbas (1982) supports this mentality by arguing that India 

came out with a 10-day water-sharing schedule only after Bangladesh had decided to go 

to the UN.  

While a new anti-India administration in Bangladesh negatively impacted the 

India-Bangladesh relationship, the change in the party in India improved it, which 

eventually led to the signing of the 1977 Agreement on Sharing of the Ganges Waters. 

After internationalizing the issue, the two neighbors were back at bilateral talks in 

November 1976 when Gandhi was still in power. Janata Party, led by Prime Minister 

Morarji Desai, came to power in March 1977 and wanted to do things differently from 

Mrs. Gandhi’s administration (see Figure 4.1 numbers 1, 2, and 3 in Zia-Desai era row).  

Morarji Desai and Indira Gandhi’s political rivalry goes back to when Mrs. 

Gandhi assumed National Congress’s leadership in 1966. Even though Desai withdrew 

from the February 1967 general election, which ensured Gandhi's victory (Victory for 

Indira, 1967), the Congress Party split between Congress (R) and Congress (O), led by 

Gandhi and Desai respectively. In 1969, PM Gandhi terminated Desai’s position as the 

finance minister. Her critics described her approach with political opponents as being 

“ruthless” (India Politics Since Independence, 1970). In contrast, Desai symbolized the 

old “Gandhian” elite (Wood, 1975). After the split of the Congress party, opposition, and 
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intra-party dialogue within Congress (R) almost disappeared (Wood, 1975). Power in 

India became centralized, threatening the state political system (Wood, 1975). Hailed as 

India’s “Iron lady,” Gandhi also took a firmer approach to foreign policy, as suggested by 

Zia’s comment above. After firing Desai, Gandhi nationalized fourteen biggest banks in 

India, which deepened the rift between her and the old Congress leadership (Politics 

Since Independence, 1970). In 1969, she was expelled from Congress. In June 1975, as 

Gandhi was facing political pressure and criticism, she imposed an Emergency in order to 

control “internal disturbance” (Paul, 2017).  

Therefore, it is understandable that when Desai came to power in 1977, he wanted 

to change India’s political direction. As part of her garibi hatao (“remove poverty”) 

program (Wood, 1975), Gandhi redistributed land to the landless during the Emergency. 

Desai, on the other hand, supported property rights when he came to power (Morarji 

Desai, 1977). Political rivalry between them played a role in Desai taking a different 

political approach, as did the perception that Gandhi was straying from the party’s ideals. 

Before signing the 1977 Agreement on November 7th, Abbas (1982) went to New 

Delhi in September and was received by PM Desai. During this meeting, Abbas and 

Desai discussed the Farakka issue and the augmentation proposals, both lobbying for 

their own country’s proposals. However, when Abbas mentioned the need to include 

Nepal since Bangladesh’s proposal included reservoirs constructed in Nepal, Desai said 

that he would not object (Abbas, 1982). Indian Foreign Secretary J.S. Mehta, who was 

present at this meeting, was surprised by this suggestion. Abbas (1982) says that Desai 

later changed his position on the inclusion of Nepal, suggesting that Desai was persuaded 
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to change his mind afterward. Including Nepal in the negotiation would force the Indian 

delegates to bargain with two parties instead of one. The weaker actors can potentially 

ally against the more powerful actor during bargaining. Thus, India, as the regional 

hegemon, has historically favored bilateral negotiations to resolve transboundary river 

disputes.  

Mr. Desai’s November 14th, 1977 speech in Lok Sabha provides insight into 

India’s motivations behind signing the Agreement, one of which was to preserve the 

bilateral nature of negotiations. It is evident from reactions after Desai’s speech that the 

West Bengal politicians did not support the 1977 Agreement. However, Desai defended 

the Agreement based on three main reasons, two of which are interconnected. First, 

according to Desai, India’s withdrawal amount under the Agreement would enable them 

to stop Kolkata Port’s deterioration (Lok Sabha, 1977). Desai argued that India would 

receive 35,000 to 40,000 cusecs from June to January (Lok Sabha, 1977). In other words, 

Desai implied that New Delhi satisfied West Bengal’s persistent demand for 40,000 

cusecs. Even though the West Bengal politicians could not complete their 

counterstatements, it can be surmised from their reactions that they disagreed with the 

Prime Minister for this reason. They did not think that there would be enough water for 

West Bengal under the 1977 Agreement to revitalize the Port.  

Second, Desai stated that there were broader political calculations behind signing 

the Agreement. Desai wanted to improve relations with Bangladesh to improve the South 

Asian geopolitical atmosphere. Desai said, “With the signing of this Agreement and its 

simultaneous entry into force, a major problem which had bedeviled relations between 
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the two countries and vitiated the political atmosphere in the subcontinent for over 25 

years has been resolved” (Lok Sabha, 1977, p. 298). India and Pakistan went to war three 

times by 1977. Even though Mujib and Indira Gandhi enjoyed warmer relations after 

Bangladesh’s independence, anti-Indian rhetoric always persisted in Bangladesh. After 

Mujib’s assassination and Zia’s ascension to power, anti-Indian rhetoric gained 

considerable public attention. Indian Foreign Minister Yashwantrao Chavan expressed 

such concerns when he met the U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger on December 

17th, 1975, right after the November 7th coup in Bangladesh. In this recently declassified 

Memorandum of Conversation, Minister Chavan said to Secretary Kissinger that 

religious and anti-Indian elements are in the limelight in Bangladesh after Mujib’s 

assassination (US Department of State, 1975). Due to the growing influence of Islamic 

factions, India feared a mass migration of Bangladeshi Hindus to India (US Department 

of State, 1975). In addition, on the Ganges issue, India and Bangladesh already clashed 

over the 1975 Agreement. Therefore, the India-Bangladesh relationship was strained at 

the time. Perhaps, Desai hoped that a compromise on the Farakka issue would placate the 

anti-Indian factions in Bangladesh, which would be in India’s security interests. It is 

evident from Desai’s speech in Lok Sabha that India saw itself as playing a crucial role in 

South Asian geopolitics. Kissinger also saw India as an important power in the region 

and destined to be criticized by smaller powers, just like the United States (US 

Department of State, 1975). As mentioned above, before going to the UN, Bangladesh 

presented the Farakka issue to the Islamic Conference in Istanbul and the Non-aligned 

Summit Conference in Colombo. As Verghese (1999) stated, Bangladesh’s 



 

143 

 

internationalization of the Farakka issue embarrassed India, and Desai’s statement 

supports this view. Presenting the Farakka issue at the Non-aligned Conference can 

damage the image of a country that is one of the leaders of the Non-aligned Movement. 

Thus, the international community expected India to resolve this regional dispute, and 

Desai saw himself as leading this effort.  

Desai’s third reason for signing the 1977 Agreement is, likewise, connected to 

India’s image within the Non-aligned Movement. Since Bangladesh presented the 

Farakka issue to multiple international forums, there was a possibility of third-party 

involvement. Desai wanted to avoid this. He asserted that “…we have demonstrated that 

all issues, howsoever complex, between close neighbors, can be resolved bilaterally in a 

spirit of shared sacrifice and mutual accommodation” (Lok Sabha, 1977, p. 305). By 

resolving the Ganges-Farakka dispute bilaterally, India demonstrated the effectiveness of 

bilateralism, thus, legitimizing it for future negotiations on this and other issues facing 

the two neighbors. Indubitably, resolving the dispute (even for five years) improved 

India’s global image.   

The 1977 agreement was more specific than the previous attempts. First, Article II 

of the Agreement guaranteed Bangladesh’s share of the Ganges water would not be 

reduced below 80% (Bangladesh-India: Agreement, 1977). Despite this noteworthy 

achievement for Bangladesh, there are some serious problems with the Treaty. In 

particular, it appears that the two countries prefer a political solution over a solution that 

has been recommended by the experts, as the JRC can only make recommendations. In 

other words, although the JRC can resolve any disputes regarding the implementation of 
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the Agreement, the two governments have the ultimate power to resolve disputes. Also, 

no provision in the Agreement provides guidelines for the scenario when the 

governments fail to resolve a conflict. There is no provision for third-party mediation, 

meaning that India’s preference for bilateral negotiation will continue even if there is a 

stalemate. As the hydro-hegemon, India has an advantage over Bangladesh in a bilateral 

negotiation. 

Second, Article VI of the 1977 Agreement indicates that the JRC is expected to 

present a yearly report to the governments (Bangladesh-India: Agreement, 1977). The 

Commission also serves as a liaison between the governments, which is evident in Article 

IV of the Statue of the Indo-Bangladesh Joint River Commission signed in 1972 (Mirza, 

2004). In reality, after the 1977 Agreement, the Commission was not able to present its 

recommendations at the end of the three years mandate (Salman & Uprety, 2002) as 

required by the 1977 Agreement based on Article XIII. The failure to present 

demonstrates the political impasse over augmenting the Ganges during the lean season. 

The JRC failed in its mandate to maintain communication between the two governments, 

as stipulated in Article IV of the JRC Statute (Crow et al., 1995). Khan (1996) argues that 

between 1978-1980, the Commission could not proceed due to India’s objections to 

include Nepal in the study of Bangladesh’s augmentation proposal. India and Bangladesh 

formally presented their augmentation proposal in 1978, where the former proposed 

linking the Brahmaputra and the Ganges through a link canal, and the latter proposed to 

build storage dams in Nepal. Both parties remained committed to their positions. JRC’s 

failure to submit a report after the three-year mandate can be attributed to the political 
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gridlock over the augmentation issue. Introducing a third-party was not going to be 

politically popular in India since it could lose bargaining power. On the other hand, a 

multilateral negotiation could give Bangladesh leverage, Bangladesh remained firm in its 

proposal.  

Third, the 1977 Agreement is quite limited in scope. The Agreement is concerned 

with sharing Ganges water from January to May (or dry season) while deferring the 

augmentation issue to a later date, as stated in Article VIII. The Agreement does not 

solve the question of how to increase the water flow during the dry season in the long-

term. In addition, both countries have adhered to different proposals. India wanted to 

divert water into the Ganges from the Brahmaputra, while Bangladesh wanted to build 

reservoirs. Indecision on this issue and the narrow scope of the 1977 Agreement added to 

the politicization. Bangladeshis perceive the low water levels during the dry season and 

the flushing of the Ganges during monsoon as India exercising its power. During 1973’s 

flood season, the flood control Minister Khondaker Mostaq Ahmed said that Farakka is a 

real problem for Bangladesh (Azad, 1973b). This makes negotiation and implementation 

of treaties and agreements a politically sensitive matter.  

Lastly, the 1977 Agreement was written in a way that would create more 

problems for Bangladesh later in the 1980s. Ainun Nishat, a prominent water resource 

and climate change specialist in Bangladesh and a member of the JRC, argues that the 

1977 Agreement states that the parties will review the Agreement before its expiration 

(Interview, Nishat, 2018). According to Article IX, both states will investigate the 

schemes to augment the Ganges during the dry season through the JRC; the Commission 
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for its part will submit its findings within three years (Bangladesh-India: Agreement, 

1977). However, both states had different ideas on the issue of augmentation. Therefore, 

the Agreement was allowed to expire (Interview, Nishat, 2018). Thus, Nishat argues that 

the Bangladesh government made a blunder in 1977. Furthermore, Nishat argues that in 

the MoU of 1983, India intentionally changed the numbers on the table [the water 

withdrawal schedule] to show that it is not the continuation of the 1977 Agreement 

(Interview, Nishat, 2018). Part B, Article VIII of the Agreement stipulates that the two 

governments will cooperate in finding a solution to the long-term augmentation of the 

Ganges’s flow during the dry season (Bangladesh-India: Agreement, 1977). Part C 

Articles XIII and XIV state that the governments will review the Agreement and its 

working, impact, implementation, and progress of the arrangements in parts A and B 

(Bangladesh-India: Agreement, 1977). When the governments reviewed the Agreement, 

the two countries still had different, uncompromising positions and proposals on the issue 

of augmentation. This review clause is the so-called “blunder” that Nishat mentioned 

during the interview, which allowed the Agreement not to be renewed in the 1980s.  

Despite the Agreement’s shortcomings, during the negotiation with the Desai 

government, Bangladesh came very close to including Nepal in the discussions. As it is 

apparent in Abbas’s account above, Desai was open to consulting Nepal on the feasibility 

of Bangladesh’s augmentation proposal. Before, India insisted that sharing Ganges water 

is a bilateral issue. Desai’s informal acquiescence (however temporary it may have been), 

indicates a tacit acknowledgment that the issue is indeed a multilateral one. Also, in a 

side letter to the Agreement (also signed on the same day as the Agreement on November 
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5th) that Abbas (1982) includes, Indian Agriculture and Irrigation Minister S. S. Barnala 

wrote: 

In the course of the discussions which have taken place between us in connection 

with the conclusion of the Agreement between Bangladesh and India on the 

Sharing of the Ganges Waters at Farakka and on Augmenting its Flows, the two 

Governments have reached an understanding to the effect that the words 

“proposed or to be proposed by either Government,” occurring in Article IX in 

part of B of the Agreement, relate to any schemes which may have been proposed 

or may be proposed by Bangladesh or India and do not exclude any scheme or 

schemes for building storages in the upper reaches of the Ganges in Nepal. (p. 

101) 

This is India’s formal guarantee not to reject Bangladesh’s augmentation proposal and 

also consider including Nepal in the discussion. This was a departure of India’s bilateral 

approach to the Ganges issue thus far. Salman and Uprety (2002) also argue that the 

reference to Nepal was unusual since, under international law, contracting parties do not 

have the right to oblige the third party without their consent. The willingness to involve 

Nepal in the bilateral negotiation also demonstrates that the Desai government was more 

prone to cooperating with Bangladesh than the previous regimes.   

The Ganges and the Farakka: the Ershad and Indira Gandhi Era (1982-1984) 

In January 1980, Congress under Indira Gandhi returned to power in India, and 

Bangladesh came under General Hussein M. Ershad’s military regime. After President 
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Zia was assassinated in May 1981, Ershad seized power. Abdus Sattar, who served as the 

president from May 1981 to March 1982, supported Ershad as the CMLA. There were 

speculations that Sattar was forced to support Ershad (Islam, 2016). General Ershad 

assumed the presidency in December 1983. From the beginning, Ershad’s regime was 

plagued by questions of internal legitimacy.  

At this time, India and Bangladesh decided to take a new approach to achieve a 

permanent solution to the Ganges issue. Both countries formally presented their differing 

proposals on augmentation in 1978 (Khan, 1996). The 1977 Agreement expired in 1982 

and was replaced by a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on October 7th, 1982. 

Annexure A of the MoU contained a water-sharing schedule from the 1st of January until 

the 31st of May (Indo-Bangladesh MoU, 1982). It was up to the JRC again to formulate a 

different solution within 18 months. The initiation of the new approach to resolving the 

augmentation problem was intended to break the impasse over the differing solutions. 

However, the JRC failed to propose a solution to the augmentation issue within the 

stipulated 18 months (M Islam, 1987). The 1982 MoU was valid for two years.  

One of the most important features is that the 1982 MoU did not include a 

guarantee clause, which was the main achievement of the 1977 Agreement. The 1982 

MoU stated that the parties “… agreed that it [the 1977 Agreement] had not proved 

suitable for finding a satisfactory and durable solution and that with its termination, fresh 

efforts were necessary to arrive at such a solution” (Indo-Bangladesh MoU, 1982). The 

second flaw was the way that a period of low flow would be handled. The 1982 MoU 

stated that during a period of exceptionally low flow, the two governments would hold 
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immediate consultations (Indo-Bangladesh MoU, 1982). If there is a period of low flow, 

the point of consultation becomes irrelevant since it is quite impossible to increase flow 

immediately. The aim should be to establish measures that monitor flow and prevent any 

adverse effects of low flow. Such preventative measures were not included in the 1982 

MoU.  

Ershad visited India in October 1982, which was heralded as a great success by 

the Bangladeshi media. According to the Bangladeshi news source, Ershad’s visit was the 

headline in reputable Indian news media sources, some of which called Ershad a 

“statesman” (Azad, 1982a). Ershad visited Mrs. Gandhi three times, during which he said 

to have had open and warm meetings and discussions (Azad, 1982b). In her speech 

during General Ershad’s visit, PM Gandhi noted that both India and Bangladesh share a 

similar global perspective and are part of the Non-aligned countries (Foreign Affairs 

Records, 1982). Thus, the Indian-Bangladesh relationship began to improve at the 

beginning of Ershad’s regime.  

Aside from the warm welcome and kind words, the MoU of 1982, does indicate 

that the parties saw the 1977 Agreement as unsuitable. Mrs. Gandhi considered the 1977 

Agreement too generous to Bangladesh (Tabassum, 2003). Nishat states that in the MoU 

of 1982, India intentionally changed the numbers on the table [referring to the water 

sharing schedule] to show that it is not the continuation of the 1977 Agreement 

(Interview, Nishat, 2018). Gandhi’s views explain why India wanted to clearly establish 

the termination of the 1977 Agreement when they changed the water sharing amounts in 

the 1982 MoU (see Figure 4.1 numbers 1 and 3 and letter A in Ershad-Indira Gandhi 
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row). The 1977 Agreement was not in the best interests of the upper riparian; the 1982 

MoU tried to correct that. Additionally, the 1977 Agreement was not popular in West 

Bengal. Before Ershad’s visit, the West Bengal Assembly passed a Motion in September, 

that urged the central government to not renew the 1977 Agreement (Lok Sabha, 1982). 

Thus, the 1982 MoU tried to ameliorate West Bengal’s concerns.   

In Bangladesh, political opponents of Ershad used any issue to mobilize against 

the regime, and Farakka was not an exception. During a parliamentary session on 

February 23rd, 1982, elected representative of Dhaka S. M. Solaiman mentioned rising 

food prices and decreasing agricultural production and criticized the government’s policy 

on the Farakka (Bangladesh National Parliament, 1982). Mr. Solaiman said that while 

Bangladesh wants friendly relations with India, it should not come at the expense of the 

country’s sovereignty. He complained that the current administration had sacrificed 

national interests to gain back India’s friendship, that is why the government does not 

mention Farakka. He linked Bangladesh’s food crisis at the time directly to Farakka.   

The Ganges and the Farakka: the Ershad and Rajiv Gandhi Era (1984-1989) 

After the assassination of Indira Gandhi on October 31st, 1984, her son Rajiv 

Gandhi became the Prime Minister. At home, he took on the issue of economic 

liberalization. Abroad, he tried to change India’s global image (see Figure 4.1 number 1 

in Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row). During his speech at the 1985 SAARC meeting in 

Nepal, he said that everyone is equal in SAARC (Ittefaq, 1985). Responding to Pakistan’s 

concerns about India’s growing influence hampering the growth of the young multilateral 

institution, Mr. Gandhi stated that we should erase such misunderstanding (Ittefaq, 1985). 
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The change of leadership in India was also an impetus for reviewing the old Ganges-

Farakka problem (Crow et al., 1995). Ershad and Rajiv Gandhi met during the Nassau 

Accords in the Bahamas. During that meeting, the two leaders agreed on another MoU, 

which was signed on November 22, 1985. On this MoU, the two governments agreed to 

work on a long-term solution on augmenting the Ganges and also to find ways to share 

the water resources of the shared river system (Salman & Uprety, 2002). Mr. Gandhi was 

open to holding joint talks with Bangladesh and Nepal (see Figure 4.1 numbers 1 and 2 in 

Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row). The two countries agreed that the JRC is no longer the 

right venue to take on such an expanded study and thus, agreed to establish the Joint 

Committee of Experts (JCE).  

In 1986, the JCE submitted a report on augmentation that included a barrage and 

linking plan. The plan was to built barrage on both the Brahmaputra and the Ganges and 

link them through a canal within Bangladesh. Since one of Bangladesh’s reasons for 

opposing India’s augmentation plan was that both barrages would be in India, this plan 

mollified that concern. Even though the newly created JCE and the JRC met regularly 

throughout 1986 and even approached Nepal, the effort to present a solution to the 

augmentation issue and to share the common river system did not come to fruition (Wolf 

& Newton, 2008). The new augmentation proposals lacked support in Bangladesh. As 

indicated by Solaiman’s statement in 1982, to some in Bangladesh, the Ershad regime 

was perceived to be pro-India, and Farakka was the culprit behind Bangladesh’s food 

crisis. It was reported that after Ershad’s decision to sign the 1982 MoU, Amjad Hossain 

Khan (a member of Bangladesh’s JRC), wanted to resign from his post (Begum, 1988). 
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Anti-India and anti-Farakka sentiments remained during Ershad’s regime. The critical 

members of the Bangladeshi bureaucracy and experts, like Amjad H. Khan and Abbas, 

were against the new proposal (Crow et al., 1995). India supported the new proposal (see 

Figure 4.1 numbers 3 and 4 and letter A in Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row). Therefore, it 

was viewed critically in Bangladesh. In January 1987, Bangladesh’s Minister of 

Irrigation Anisul Islam Mahmud presented the new proposal. However, he faced 

criticisms from other ministers on India-Bangladesh relations issues. Foreign Minister 

Humayun Rashid Chowdhury was also opposed to the proposal (Crow et al., 1995).  

Even though Mr. Gandhi was open to holding multilateral discussions, his 

statement worried his officials, emphasizing that such talks need considerable preparation 

(Elliott, 1986). Therefore, even though Nepal was approached in 1986, there was no 

fruitful multilateral discussion on the Ganges-Farakka dispute. Both countries faced 

political and bureaucratic opposition to the new proposals (see Figure 4.1 numbers 3, 4, 

and 5 and letters A and B in Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row). In January 1987, after a 

meeting between the Foreign Ministers of India, Bangladesh, and Nepal, India agreed to 

evaluate Nepal’s inclusion and prepare a paper about it. The paper reached the Indian 

PM’s Cabinet Secretariat but was never presented to Nepal or Bangladesh (Crow et al. 

1995). Ramaswamy Iyer, the Indian Secretary of the Ministry of Irrigation at the time, 

later stated that India reluctantly took the responsibility of producing the paper, without 

knowing what kind of paper to prepare (Crow et al., 1995). Mr. Iyer’s comment indicated 

that bilateralism is so deeply embedded in the Indian foreign policy that any alternative is 

unimaginable (Crow et al. 1995). A senior Indian water official posited that even though 
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Mr. Gandhi was promoting the new proposal on multilateralism, his Cabinet was against 

the idea (Crow et al., 1995).  By 1988, the three-year-long 1985 MoU expired and ending 

the possibility of a multilateral solution to the Ganges/Farakka dispute (see Figure 4.1 

numbers 5 and 6 and letter B in Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row).  

In addition, Ershad’s broader foreign policy was another factor that had adversely 

impacted the India-Bangladesh relationship in the 1980s. Delwar Hossain, a professor of 

International Relations at Dhaka University, posits that Ershad followed Zia’s foreign 

policy (Interview, Hossain, 2018). He courted the western powers and China, just like 

Zia. In 1983, Ershad also wanted to scale down the Soviet embassy, which may have 

fractured the India-Bangladesh relationship (Interview, Hossain, 2018). Ershad also 

increased Islam’s influence in politics, just as Zia did. In 1988, the Eight Constitutional 

Amendment made Islam the state religion of Bangladesh, while people of other faiths 

could practice their religion (Rahman, 1989). It seems that while some politicians and 

water experts in Bangladesh viewed Ershad’s policies as being pro-India, India viewed 

his foreign policy as anti-India.   

In 1988, Bangladesh experienced historic flooding, reviving the anti-India and 

anti-Farakka rhetoric. Muhammad Kamaruzzaman from Jammat-e-Islami (an Islamist 

political party) stated that “The role of India is the main cause of this” (Tefft, 1988). 

People held rallies against the Farakka Barrage, chanting “Smash the Farakka Barrage” 

(Tefft, 1988). It is apparent that the Islamic political sector has consistently securitized 

the Farakka issue. For example, in 1976, Bhashani (an Islamic scholar and political 

leader) organized the long march. During the 1988’s flood, the Islamic political sector 
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mobilized once again on this issue. To them, Farakka is perceived as the project of a 

more powerful state and is a threat to the weaker state image (see Figure 4.1 numbers 6 

and 7 and letter C in Ershad-Rajiv Gandhi era row). During the flood, Bangladesh 

rejected aid that India sent (Rahman, 1989), indicating the deterioration of the India-

Bangladesh relationship.  

Along with the Ganges augmentation, the JRC also held talks on the Teesta. The 

JRC met on February 28th, 1982, in Dhaka. The Commission agreed that it did not have 

the opportunity in the past to have discussions on other common border rivers due to the 

preoccupation with the 1977 Agreement (Foreign Affairs Records, 1982). Bangladesh 

immediately wanted a Teesta water-sharing arrangement with India since the Teesta 

Barrage was nearly complete at the time. Bangladesh expressed the urgency for an 

agreement during JRC’s 22nd meeting on August, 28th 1982 (Foreign Affairs Records, 

1982).  In July 20th, 1983, during its 25th meeting, the JRC reached an ad hoc agreement 

on sharing the water of the Teesta River where Bangladesh would get 36%, and India 

would get 39% of the water, while the remaining 25% would remain unallocated (Ad-

Hoc Sharing of the Teesta, 1983). Based on Indian Foreign Minister Narasimha Rao’s 

Lok Sabha statement in March 1984, India was satisfied with this sharing formula, 

despite the 25% undecided water allocation (Foreign Affairs Records, 1984). The ad hoc 

agreement was valid until 1985. After 1985, the two countries failed to reach an 

agreement on the Teesta. In May 1987, the JRC agreed that the pending studies and the 

ad hoc sharing arrangements of the Teesta flows during the lean season that was agreed 
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in its 25th meeting will be extended until the end of 1987 (Foreign Affairs Records, 

1987).  The debate on sharing the Teesta water is on-going.  

By the late 1980s, Bangladesh’s attention shifted toward flood control. The flood 

of 1988 caught the attention of G-7. The 1989 G-7 Summit presented studies on different 

solutions to alleviate Bangladesh’s flood problem. Most of the proposals revolved around 

solutions within Bangladesh, with the sole exception of floods in Bangladesh’s northeast 

region like Sylhet (Verghese, 1999). Regional collaboration in the regulation of the 

Barak/Meghna river was the key to managing floods in Bangladesh’s Sylhet (Verghese, 

1999). The Indian government’s Tipaimukh Dam plan aimed to address flood-related 

problems in the Barak River. Apart from addressing flooding, the Tipaimukh Dam would 

have political and social implications. From the beginning, the Tipaimukh Dam project 

was controversial to the people of Manipur on environmental, political, and cultural 

grounds. The initial proposal for a dam on the Barak River dates back to 1954. However, 

a formal proposal was not submitted until 1984. The Chief Minister of Manipur was 

opposed to the dam, and the Manipur assembly passed a resolution in the 1990s (Ngaihte, 

2007). Even though there was initial skepticism about the dam’s flood moderating effect, 

many advocates of the dam were not convinced and called for the early execution of the 

project (Verghese, 1999). Along with generating power and improving irrigation, the 

project would also revitalize Manipur’s economy and society (Verghese, 1999), which is 

essential since India has faced separatist movements in its northeastern states over the 

years and the region is underdeveloped. While India faced internal disagreements on the 

Tipaimukh Dam in the 1990s, Verghese (1999) argued that the general mistrust that 
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surrounds the India-Bangladesh relationship is another factor that can hinder the 

Tipaimukh project.  

The Ganges and the Farakka: Zia and Rao Era (1991-1996) 

Bangladesh-India hydro-politics did not improve in the early to mid-1990s. Like 

water scarcity in the Ganges, the abundance of flow and floods in 1988 aroused anti-

Indian sentiments in Bangladesh and revitalized the Ganges/Farakka issue (Tabassum, 

2003). The Ershad regime could not achieve much on the dispute despite an attempt to 

present new proposals. The 1985 MoU had expired, and Ershad was facing political 

opposition. The election of 1991 ended Ershad’s military regime. Now it was up to PM 

Khaleda Zia of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) to negotiate with Indian PM 

Narasimha Rao.  

While both countries held a series of discussions between June 1990 and October 

1991, they remained steadfast in their old positions on augmentation. In May 1992, PM 

visited India to meet Indian PM Rao. Before the meeting, there was an expectation that 

she would raise the Ganges-Farakka issue. Before leaving, PM Zia stated that it is clear 

that water sharing in the Ganges and other rivers is an existential problem (Rahman, 

1992a).  However, the Bangladeshi foreign minister at the time insisted that the PM does 

not have a fixed agenda for this visit (Inquilab, 1992a). Around the same time, opposition 

political parties like Jamaat-e-Islami stated that Bangladesh’s northwestern region had 

become a desert (Inquilab, 1992b). There were reports on increased salinity and its 

adverse effects on the local population (Rafiq & Alam, 1992). A parliamentary 

committee of former freedom fighters proposed to raise the Farakka dispute at the UN 
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again (Inquilab, 1992c). B.M. Abbas also made statements on Farakka before Mrs. Zia’s 

visit to India. He stated that the Farakka Barrage had reduced the Ganges water level 

since its operation in 1975, creating an existential crisis in Bangladesh where the future 

outlook is worse than nuclear war  (Rahman, 1992b). In other words, there was increased 

media and political attention on the Farakka dispute in Bangladesh before the Zia-Rao 

meeting. Abbas’s statement demonstrates an attempt at securitizing the Ganges-Farakka 

dispute before the prime minister’s meeting. Abbas also criticized India’s Ganges-

Brahmaputra link proposal, asserting that India views the water of the Ganges and the 

Brahmaputra as part of their national grid, suggesting that India controls the flow to serve 

their interests (Rahman, 1992). Abbas’s comment bolsters the claim that some groups in 

Bangladesh did view India’s augmentation proposal as a hegemonic scheme to control 

the river water at the expense of the weaker power. Since B.M. Abbas had been a critical 

figure in the Ganges-Farakka negotiation on Bangladesh’s behalf, his views are crucial in 

shaping the national perception of the dispute.  

While in India, the two leaders talked about greater cooperation between the two 

neighbors. Mrs. Zia spoke about the importance of getting rid of disagreements and 

establishing good neighborly ties (Inquilab, 1992d). However, this visit did not lead to 

any progress, and the subsequent minister and secretary-level meetings in 1993 and 1995 

were disappointing as well (Khan, 1996). In October 1995, PM Zia attempted to 

internationalize the Ganges/Farakka dispute by raising the issue at the UN General 

Assembly. There was no progress in negotiation after her attempt. As in the late 1980s, 
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both states were uncompromising in their positions image (see Figure 4.1 numbers 1, 2, 

and 3 and letter A in Zia-Rao era row). 

In the early 1990s in India, the domestic discussion on Farakka revolved around 

building thermal power plants. By the 1990s, India was constructing the second Farakka 

thermal power plant funded by the World Bank. India submitted the first power plant 

project scheme on the Farakka to the World Bank in 1978, and the Bank appraised the 

scheme in 1979 (World Bank, 1990). By 1984, the World Bank approved the loan for a 

second Farakka thermal power plant (World Bank,1995). Around Zia’s visit in May 

1992, the West Bengal politicians inquired not about whether there is adequate water in 

the Hooghly but what the central government was doing about the Farakka power plant. 

Around this time, in the absence of an agreement, India was unilaterally withdrawing 

water in the Ganges (Khan, 1996). As a result, Kolkata Port’s navigation improved; in 

turn, the central government did not face domestic pressure to engage with Bangladesh 

more vigorously. Therefore, India continued to support its augmentation scheme. In 

Bangladesh, Khaleda Zia’s BNP administration was more critical of India. In addition, 

the different groups, and political parties also took a hard, anti-India stance and 

securitized the Farakka issue. Any compromise from Zia would have been politically 

costly.  

Conclusion 

The period of 1971 to the mid-1990s, reveals interesting patterns. First, domestic 

politics and regime change were both a catalyst for change and an inhibitor of change. 

Second, there was an apparent rift between the technical discussion on the Ganges 
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augmentation solution and the political discussion at the domestic level, which did impact 

the overall international negotiation and cooperation (or lack thereof). Political party 

leaders and even the personal views of key negotiators contributed to the overall 

discussion and construction of the Ganges dispute. Third, India’s status as the hydro-

hegemon on the Ganges vis-à-vis Bangladesh was also a persistent contextual factor that 

impacted India’s change of position after the end of the 1977 Agreement. 

To begin, from the long history of negotiation, domestic politics has been an agent of 

both change and rigidity. One of the interesting phenomena is that the two countries’ 

stance on the augmentation remained the same despite changes in the regime. According 

to Salman & Uprety (2002), the change in the political party in India and Bangladesh, 

and subsequently, a change in political dynamics led to more considerable attention on 

the Ganges River. Nishat offers a different view from Salman & Uprety’s argument. In an 

interview, Nishat stated that whenever there has been a change in government, the 

discussions were not influenced by the change in politics. The discussion [on the Ganges 

and Farakka] that started in 1951 did not change after 1971 (Interview, Nishat, 2018). 

Nishat implied that the different approaches of technical experts and politicians led to this 

static negotiation, where the position did not change much. This, too, means that in some 

way, domestic politics played a role since the Bangladeshi politicians relied on the 

technical experts to resolve a political problem. As evidenced by Bangladesh’s JRC 

member’s reaction after the 1982 MoU, there was bureaucratic resistance in Bangladesh 

that opposed the shift to any new proposal on the Ganges. Bangladesh’s old proposal had 

been institutionalized (Crow et al., 1995). In India, even though PM Rajiv Gandhi 
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attempted to consider a multilateral solution, the bilateral approach was too entrenched in 

India’s foreign policy and bureaucratic thinking.  

Overall, India has opposed Bangladesh’s proposal on building reservoirs and 

involving Nepal in the discussion on the grounds of maintaining bilateral negotiations. 

Bangladesh has opposed India’s proposal on linking the Brahmaputra and the Ganges, 

fearing the possibility of India halting water flows in another major river. Political and 

bureaucratic opposition in both countries led to the stalemate on augmenting the Ganges 

during the dry season. A change occurred after PM Desai and President Zia coming to 

power. Zia’s anti-Indian regime in Bangladesh supported a shift away from bilateral 

negotiation and internationalized the Ganges dispute to gain political leverage vis-à-vis 

India. As Desai stated in this November 1977 Lok Sabha speech, he wanted to change the 

South Asian geopolitical atmosphere by fostering cooperation with India’s neighbors. His 

conciliatory approach to foreign policy was partly responsible for the 1977 Agreement. 

Therefore, despite opposition from Jyoti Basu, the Chief Minister of West Bengal, and 

the Congress (Begum 1988), Desai justified the 1977 Agreement by arguing that it will 

improve India’s relations with Bangladesh and benefit India’s security and foreign policy. 

Thus, during negotiation, India took a more accommodating stance and compromised on 

the amount of water allotted to Bangladesh and agreed on the “guarantee clause.” For a 

short time, Desai was even willing to involve Nepal. The side letter to the 1977 

Agreement even formally stated India’s willingness to be open to any proposal from 

Bangladesh, even if it meant consulting Nepal. This is the change in the direction of the 

dispute that was possible due to a change in domestic politics and leadership. Similarly, 
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when Indira Gandhi came back to power, it was made clear that the 1977 Agreement is 

not suitable and has been too generous to Bangladesh. The 1977 Agreement also lacked 

the support of West Bengal’s politicians. The result was the 1982 MoU, which lacked the 

“guarantee clause,” multilateral negotiation was out of the picture, reestablishing bilateral 

discussion.  

India’s rejection of multilateralism demonstrates the power that a hydro-hegemon 

has in shifting the negotiation and agenda. Bangladesh or the weaker riparian’s change in 

tactic brought the third player in the debate, the UN. Abbas (1982) suggests that it was 

after Bangladesh’s decision to go to the UN that Indian delegates proposed the 10-day 

water withdrawal schedule. In other words, the weaker riparian forced the hydro-

hegemon to change its approach. However, it was ultimately Desai’s accommodating 

policy that led to the 1977 Agreement. In addition, a multilateral discussion and 

resolution were on the table due to this accommodation. As Indira Gandhi came to power, 

the debate reverted to the old position. Mrs. Gandhi felt that the 1977 Agreement did not 

serve India’s (the hydro-hegemon’s) best interests, and the old position was reestablished. 

As Nishat (Interview, Nishat, 2018) suggests, India changed the withdrawal numbers on 

the 1982 MoU to clearly establish that the 1982 MoU is not the continuation of the 1977 

Agreement. There is another domestic political factor at play. Salman & Uprety (2002) 

argue that Ershad did not appreciate the “guarantee clause.” Ershad’s non-democratic 

ascension to power meant that he needed to gain legitimacy domestically and 

internationally. Sattar’s forced support of Ershad gave him a façade of legitimacy at 

home. Abroad, Ershad took a more accommodating approach with India and the western 
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powers to gain foreign ally and legitimacy. Thus, it is not only the lack of appreciation 

for the “guarantee clause,” but also the desire to gain diplomatic recognition abroad led to 

the 1982 MoU (see Figure 4.1 numbers 2 and 3 and letter B in Ershad-Indira Gandhi era 

row). Therefore, a lack of political will to bargain ensured that the hydro-hegemon could 

reestablish the old rules of the game. Thus, domestic politics and regime change in both 

countries are catalysts of change and inhibitors of change.  

Second, after Bangladesh’s independence, the Mujib government began the 

negotiation on the Farakka dispute immediately. It was up to the JRC to determine a 

framework for water sharing and augmentation. However, it does not mean that that the 

politicians strictly abided by their recommendations. Right before the 1975 Agreement on 

the test run of the Barrage, Mujib had a meeting with various ministers in his residence, 

and Abbas was in attendance. When Abbas gave Mujib his points on what Bangladesh’s 

position should be on the upcoming negotiation on the test run, Mujib said, “You 

technical people always create difficulties” (Abbas, 1982, p. 40). In other words, Mujib 

had informally agreed to the test run before the actual negotiation. Still, Abbas (1982) 

pointed out the unfairness of India getting its wishes without Bangladesh doing some 

bargaining. Kamal Hossain, the Foreign Minister at the time, posited later that technical 

people would attach importance on things that they think are technically important (Crow 

et al., 1995). Nishat argued that negotiation requires compromise and a shift in position. 

Technical people cannot do that. If political masters leave it [negotiation or resolving 

political problems] to the technical people, they cannot deviate from the previous position 

(Nishad, Interview, 2018). The above suggests that technical experts are not as 
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experienced in politics; they may not grasp the bigger political implications. The 

politicians may not fully understand the implications of technical details. The technical 

experts can only discuss the mathematical figures and scientific findings from their 

studies, which leaves them little room to change their position. Thus the 

misunderstanding between politicians and technical experts made the discussions more 

static.  

The technical part of the debate was also steeped in politics, the personal political 

views of politicians, and took on nationalistic tone. During the Ershad regime, there was 

a push from the leaders in both countries to formulate a new solution to the augmentation 

problem. Like Desai, Rajiv Gandhi was open to involving Nepal in the negotiation. The 

JCE delegates from both countries conducted studies in Nepal in 1986. The new proposal 

on building barrages inside Bangladesh encountered domestic opposition in Bangladesh, 

while the efforts to involve Nepal and pursue a multilateral negotiation faced bureaucratic 

opposition in India. Bangladeshi politicians felt that India primarily influenced the new 

proposal on the Brahmaputra barrage (even inside Bangladesh). The Indian proposal of 

linking the Brahmaputra and the Ganges had been turned into the symbol of a big 

neighbor’s hostile intent (Crow et al., 1995). As it is evident from Bhashani’s statement 

about the Farakka Barrage during the long march in May of 1976, the barrage itself had 

become a symbol of a hegemon having its way and the weaker power lacking the 

capacity to stop it. Thus, any Indian plan to augment the Ganges would be highly 

scrutinized in Bangladesh. In addition, India favored the new proposal to link the 

Brahmaputra and the Ganges through internal barrages in Bangladesh (Crow et al., 1995). 
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The new augmentation proposal had become highly politicized and, thus, would have 

faced public opposition in Bangladesh. Ministers were not willing to risk their political 

careers by supporting the new scheme and risked going without a treaty or agreement and 

face low flow in the Ganges. That possibility eventually came true, as after the 1985 

MoU, India increased withdrawal, and the flow to Bangladesh decreased (Tabassum, 

2003). The 1985 MoU expired, and as did the 1983 ad hoc agreement on the Teesta. 

After the 1988’s historic flooding and the creation of FAP, the Bangladesh 

administration’s focus was to control flooding. Across the border, Rajiv Gandhi was 

persuaded by the Indian ministers about the disadvantages of multilateral negotiations. 

The decreased flow to Bangladesh did not pose a problem to India as the last MoU 

expired, and the Ershad regime was facing democratic protests.  

Sharing the Ganges water is one of the main issues that shape India-Bangladesh 

relations. The dispute is older than Bangladesh itself. Thus, changes in domestic politics 

and regime have shaped the dispute. The discussion over sharing the Ganges water has 

moved beyond just sharing the water of a transboundary river. It has become about how 

an upper-riparian hydro-hegemon treats the weaker, lower riparian state, and how the 

latter bargains with the former. It is about how the different groups within those states 

debate amongst each other to continually construct the issue to securitize it and shape the 

overall discussion and negotiation.
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Figure 4.1  

Bangladesh and India: 1971-1995 Theoretical connections 

Political Eras International 

politics Level I  

Interconnections 

between Level I & II. 

Connections with 

securitization and 

hydro-hegemony 

Domestic politics 

Level II 

Mujib-Indira 

Gandhi era 

2. India-Bangladesh 

talks. JRC created in 

1972. Farakka 

negotiation begins.  

 

 

 

3. 1975 Agreement. 

Farakka is 

operationalized. 

Violation of the 

1975 Agreement 

5. A stalemate over 

Ganges/Farakka 

 

 

A. West Bengal 

securitizes 40,000. 

New Delhi balances 

Farakka politics with 

Ganges projects in 

other states and 

negotiations with 

Bangladesh 

 

B. Securitization of 

Farakka in 

Bangladesh. Anti-

India politics. India’s 

hegemonic move by 

violating the 1975 

agreement. 

1. West Bengal 

pushes for 40,000 

cusecs at Farakka, 

as New Delhi is 

hesitant to commit 

to an amount. 

 

4. Mujib’s 

assassination. Rise 

of President Zia’s 

anti-India politics. 

Bhashani’s 

Farakka march 

Zia-Desai era 1. President Zia’s 

internationalization 

of Farakka at 

UNGA 

 

3. 1977 Agreement 

 

 2. PM Desai’s 

more 

accommodating 

foreign policy. 
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Ershad-Indira 

Gandhi era 

3. 1977 Agreement 

expired, and 1982 

MoU signed 

A. PM Gandhi critical 

of 1977 Agreement: 

hydro hegemony.  

B. Ershad not 

appreciating the 

guarantee clause  

1. Indira Gandhi 

returns to power. 

Critical of Desai’s 

policies.  

2. Ershad seizes 

power and needs to 

legitimize his 

government  

Ershad-Rajiv 

Gandhi era 

2. Bangladesh-India 

negotiations on 

Ganges/Farakka. 

1985 MoU signed. 

JCE created. A 

search for a new 

augmentation 

proposal.  

3. New 

augmentation plan 

proposed. Studies in 

Nepal. 

 

 

6. 1985 MoU 

expires. No new 

agreement.  

 

 

 

7. India’s unilateral 

withdrawal at 

Farakka   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. The new proposal is 

backed by India: 

hydro-hegemony. 

 

B. Indian bureaucrats 

believe multilateralism 

would not promote 

India’s interests: 

hydro- hegemony 

C. India’s hydro-

hegemony. 

Securitization of 

Farakka in Bangladesh 

1. Rajiv Gandhi 

comes to power 

with a more 

conciliatory 

approach to 

Ganges politics 

 

 

 

4. Bangladesh 

rejects the new 

proposal. Lack of 

political and 

technocrats’ 

support. 

 

5. Indian 

bureaucrats oppose 

a multilateral 

approach to the 

Ganges  

8. 1988 historic 

floods in 

Bangladesh 
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Zia-Rao era  2. Bangladesh 

pushes for both 

water-sharing and 

Gange's 

augmentation, while 

India makes its 

augmentation 

proposal a pre-

condition for water-

sharing.  

No agreement 

3. Zia’s timid 

internationalization 

of Farakka.  

No agreement. 

A. Environmental 

changes are seen as 

Indian’s hegemonic 

move by Bangladesh 

1. PM Zia comes 

to power. Farakka 

withdrawal and 

increased attention 

to environmental 

degradation  
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Chapter 5: India-Bangladesh Hydro-politics: 1996-present 

Introduction 

The 1990s and the 2000s mark a change in India’s and Bangladesh’s place in 

international politics. The adoption of economic liberalization policies in both countries 

meant that domestic political and security policies impacted economic growth as well as 

relations with industrialized countries. India faced economic sanctions, and the loss of 

Japanese and U.S. investments after the nuclear tests in 1998 (Kapur & Mehta, 1999). 

Ironically, it was after the atomic tests that both China and the U.S. began to take India as 

a serious international player (Nayar, 2006). The change in India’s global image impacted 

its relations with the great powers, as evidenced by the 2005 India-United States Nuclear 

Agreement. The U.S. began to accept India as part of the nuclear club, while India, for 

her part, seemed to be amendable to be part of the global arms control regime (Kapur 

2000).  

Bangladesh, like India, initiated economic liberalization beginning in the 1980s. 

The growth of the private sector and foreign investment meant that non-government 

actors had a stake in domestic political stability (Kochanek, 1996). Therefore, the rise of 

Islamic politics and terrorism, corruption, and political deadlock over the elections in this 

period elicited concerns among both domestic and foreign investors. While Bangladesh 

did not become a nuclear power like India, its private sector’s growth (like the garment 

industry) and laudable performance in the UN’s peacekeeping force meant that it had 

become an active player in international economics and politics.  
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The Bangladesh-India relationship in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s experienced 

many ups and downs. The 1996 Ganges Treaty remains a landmark achievement that (to 

a certain extent) resolved the old dispute over the Ganges water sharing, at least for thirty 

years. On the other hand, border clashes, the presence of Indian separatist groups in 

Bangladesh, and the Indian fence along the borders indicated a deteriorating bilateral 

relationship over security-related issues.  

The political resolution of a longstanding dispute in the Ganges Rivers created 

hope that something similar can be replicated with other transboundary rivers, like the 

Teesta, Barak, and Feni Rivers. While the negotiations remained in a bilateral stage, non-

governmental actors like environmentalists and indigenous interests groups were 

involved in the overall discussions over water-related disputes. This is evident in the 

conflict over the Tipaimukh dam project, as indigenous and environmental groups 

protested in both India and Bangladesh. While both countries maintained communication 

during the various water-related disputes, to Bangladesh, Indian policies and unilateral 

actions painted the latter as the hegemon that considers the transboundary river resources 

as its own. While certain political groups, like BNP, regularly securitized the water-

related disputes, the Awami League tried to calm the narrative. Discussions over water-

related disputes with India fall along party-lines in Bangladesh. While there is no clear 

party division in India when it comes to relations with Bangladesh, water-related policies 

(even agreements with Bangladesh) are directly impacted by domestic political and 

security concerns. This is demonstrated by India’s unliteral decision to construct the 

Tipaimukh dam and the current deadlock over the Teesta water-sharing issue.  
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This chapter will begin with a prelude to the 1996 Ganges Treaty, to demonstrate 

how the impasse of the Zia-Rao era transformed with the change of government in both 

countries. The following sections will analyze the 1996 Treaty’s strengths and 

weaknesses to argue that there were intricate domestic political calculations behind it. As 

the India-Bangladesh hydro-politics expanded to Teesta, Tipaimukh, and India’s interlink 

river project, both countries’ domestic politics continue to shape these discussions.  

Pre 1996 Treaty: Zia-Rao revisited 

The negotiation on the Ganges-Farakka dispute during the Zia-Rao era did not 

produce any significant result. After Khaleda Zia’s May 1992 visit to India, Bangladesh 

presented the Ganges-Farakka dispute at the Commonwealth Summit in Cyprus in 

October 1993 (Rahaman, 2006). Negotiation was at a nadir after Zia’s visit, and since 

there was no treaty or agreement in operation, India was free to divert water at will 

(Indian official hopeful, 1995), which may have been a factor as to why Zia mentioned 

Farakka in Cyprus. Around that time, the West Bengal politicians in Lok Sabha discussed 

the prospect of carrying the Brahmaputra’s surplus water to augment the Ganges and the 

Hooghly’s flow (Lok Sabha, 1993a). In Bangladesh, politicians criticized India’s 

treatment of its weaker neighbors. Water resources Secretary Mohammad Asafuddowla 

accused India of behaving like “a ‘big neighbor with a small heart’” (Indian official 

hopeful, 1995). Nonetheless, the two countries discussed the Ganges water issue during 

Indian Foreign Secretary Salman Haider’s visit to Bangladesh in June 1995. Haider 

argued that his visit proves that India is committed to resolving the issue (Indian official 

hopeful, 1995). Despite the Secretary’s visit and assurances, there was no resolution. 
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However, the visit revived the JRC, which had not met since March 1993 (Indian official 

hopeful, 1995).  

After the visit, Mrs. Zia mentioned the Farakka dispute during her speech at the 

UN General Assembly’s 50th session in October 1995. She stated that India’s unilateral 

withdrawal is depriving Bangladesh of its rightful share of water at the Ganges and is 

causing drought during the dry seasons, and floods during the rainy seasons (General 

Assembly, 1995). She blamed the Farakka Barrage for causing severe environmental 

degradation and endangering the livelihood of millions of Bangladeshis. Zia, like her late 

husband, attempted to internationalize the Farakka dispute. In addition to 

internationalization, Mrs. Zia’s speech indicates attempts to securitize the Farakka 

Barrage. She stated that “The Farakka Barrage has become an issue of life and death for 

us” (General Assembly, 1995). She connected the Ganges-Farakka dispute to other 

aggressions and injustices against small states so as to question the justification for a 

world body like the United Nations, which is mandated to resolve disputes that can 

endanger international peace and security. In other words, she appealed to the UN, or the 

world community’s conscience to end the stalemate in negotiations (perhaps by exerting 

diplomatic pressure on India) and compel India to cooperate with Bangladesh.  

Zia’s attempt to internationalize the Farakka dispute at the UN generated some 

concern in India. Speaking at a Lok Sabha session, Minister of State R. L. Bhatia stated 

that Bangladesh’s attempt to internationalize the Ganges water sharing dispute is 

unacceptable, and India would not compromise on such a vital issue (Lok Sabha, 1993b). 

Bhatia stated that the Indian government is committed to formulating a comprehensive, 
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long-term treaty through bilateral negotiation. In the end, the UN speech did not lead to 

any resolution or momentum in bilateral negotiation during Zia’s term in office.  

Nishat (2001) argues that the 1988-1996 negotiation period was not successful. 

Bangladesh wanted to revolve both the water-sharing and dry-season augmentation 

problem, while India made its augmentation proposal a precondition for water sharing 

(Nishat, 2001). In fact, India believed that if Bangladesh wanted to establish a water-

sharing framework, it must accept India’s Brahmaputra diversion scheme to augment the 

Ganges during the lean season. Setting a precondition for water sharing may have been 

the reason behind the stalemate during the Zia-Rao era. Bangladesh has historically 

rejected India’s proposal to divert the Brahmaputra’s water to augment the Ganges River. 

Therefore, despite the Zia-Rao meeting and multiple secretarial-level meetings, the 

stalemate continued. In addition, Nishat’s assessment reveals that there are two aspects to 

the Ganges-Farakka dispute; the water sharing dispute, and the augmentation dispute. 

The factors behind these two aspects of the Ganges-Farakka dispute will be explored later 

in the chapter.  

Prelude to the 1996 Ganges Treaty: Political Changes in India and Bangladesh 

In June 1996, the Awami League was elected to power for the first time since 

Mujib’s assassination. The Awami League, led by Mujib’s daughter Sheikh Hasina, 

adopted a pro-India stance in contrast to BNP led by Khaleda Zia (see Figure 5.5 

numbers 1 and 3 and letter A in Hasina-Gowda/Gujral row). The friendly rhetoric coming 

from Bangladesh certainly helped during the negotiation. Just as there was a change of 

party in Bangladesh, India, too, went through significant political changes. The United 



 

179 

 

Front, which was a coalition of non-Congress and non-BJP members, chose H. D. Deve 

Gowda as India’s Prime Minister in June 1996. Gowda served as India’s Prime Minister 

until April 1997. It should be noted that after the end of PM Rao’s leadership, Atal Bihari 

Vajpayee became India’s prime minister for only 16 days before Gowda took office on 

June 1st, 1996.  Due to the brevity of the premiership, Vajpayee’s 16-day tenure will not 

be showcased here.  

The 1996 Indian elections were significant for several reasons. First, the 1996 

elections failed to produce a clear majority for any party and resulted in a hung 

Parliament. According to Nigam (1996), the 1996 elections signaled a more significant 

shift in Indian politics and created questions for India’s national identity. Pai (1996) 

argues that Congress’s decline was evident in the 1980s. However, it can be argued that 

Congress’s fall and a change in India’s political opposition were apparent after 

Congress’s split in the 1960s (Wood, 1975). Under Indira Gandhi’s leadership, inner-

party dialogue became more muted, and power became more centralized. Despite 

Congress’s victories in 1980 and 1984, its support became more restricted. In the 

elections of 1980 and 1984, Congress’s support mostly came from six northern, Hindi-

speaking states, and it lost votes in the south to regional parties, giving rise to 

regionalization (Pai, 1996). Besides, Congress’s victory in 1984 can be attributed to the 

“sympathy vote” after Indira Gandhi’s assassination (Nigam, 1996). The failure to 

produce a clear majority for one party in the 1996 elections is evidence of Congress’s 

decline and the rise of regionalization. After PM Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination in 1991, 

there was dissent within the party. Therefore, the 1996 elections constituted the first time 
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that the Congress Party did not include a member of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty on its 

ticket.  

The second significance of the 1996 elections is the rise of non-secular politics in 

India. Parties like the Janata Dal and Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) both emerged from the 

breakup of the Janata Party in 1980 (Pai, 1996). In the 1980s, the BJP tried to distance 

itself from the Hindu fundamentalist group called the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 

(RSS) and its affiliates (Pai, 1996). However, after winning only two seats in the 1984 

elections (Nigam, 1996), the party gradually created a right-wing ideology of Hindu 

nationalism and established closer relations with the RSS (Pai, 1996). In the 1990s, such 

Hindu nationalist ideology gained more prominence, as evident in the demolition of the 

Babri Masjid in December 1992. Babri Masjid was a 16th-century mosque built by the 

Mughal Emperor Babur in Uttar Pradesh’s city of Ayodhya. The mobs of the RSS (along 

with other radical Hindu groups) demolished the mosque, arguing that the Mughals built 

it in the place of a Hindu temple (dedicated to the god Ram) to humiliate the Hindus 

(Apoorvanand, 2018). The incident led to communal violence, killing 2,000 people 

(Apoorvanand, 2018). In the 1996 elections, the BJP won 161 seats (Nigam, 1996). The 

BJP’s increased share of seats implied a disenchantment with Nehru’s (thus, Congress’s) 

secular-nationalist politics (Nigam, 1996) and indicated a shift toward de-secularization 

of Indian politics and Indian identity.  

Across the border in Bangladesh, significant political changes took place starting 

from the late 1980s. Both BNP and Awami League protested for democracy and to 

ending Ershad’s authoritarian regime. During the elections of 1991, Awami League’s 
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victory was widely anticipated since it was more organized than BNP, Jamaat-e-Islami 

(Islamist party), and Ershad’s own Jatiya Party (Kochanek, 1996). In addition, the Awami 

League played a direct role in Bangladesh’s independence and state formation afterward. 

Hence, the Awami League anticipated a victory in 1991. As a consequence, BNP’s 

success in 1991 was an unpleasant surprise to the Awami League. Hasina decried the 

results and called it a “conspiracy” (Kochanek, 1996). 

Thusly, the nation’s first election after the restoration of the parliamentary system 

was discredited. Awami League took to the streets started to call for election reforms 

very soon. The party called for a neutral caretaker government to hold the parliamentary 

elections. When the BNP government refused, Awami League boycotted the parliament 

and took to the streets in March 1994. After the walkout from the parliament, general 

strikes, bombings, and scores of deaths followed. The Awami League threatened that if 

the government held the election, “What you will see will not be a whimper – it will be a 

series of bangs” (Burns, 1996). A legitimate political party of a state was threatening to 

commit terrorism if the elections were not held according to its demands. It implies an 

utter distrust in the state. It also means that the state was relegated to the background as 

party-politics and party-rivalry took the foreground. Therefore, disrupting and 

endangering the citizens’ lives to acquire power became a valid tactic. The situation led 

to a stalemate and an intervention of an arbitration mission from the Commonwealth of 

Nations (Kochanek, 1996). U.S. Ambassador David N. Merrill also mediated talks 

between PM Zia and Hasina (Burns, 1996).  
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After Bangladesh’s regime change in June 1996, there was a renewed effort to 

create a long-term treaty on sharing the Ganges water. On July 5th, 1996, Salman Haider, 

a representative from India’s foreign ministry, arrived in Dhaka to hold talks on the 

Ganges water sharing issue and the question of repatriating Bangladeshi immigrants 

(Bangladesh India to hold talks, 1996). In October 1996, there were minister-level 

meetings in Delhi. Abdur Razzak, Bangladeshi minister for water resources, went to 

Delhi on October 29th to meet his counterpart for negotiation on sharing the Ganges water 

(Mustafa, 1996). Razzak was optimistic about an agreement by the end of the year. He 

stated that “it is now a matter of political will on the part of the Indian leadership to 

resolve the problem” (Mustafa, 1996). This comment indicates that for Bangladesh, 

resolving the Ganges-Farakka dispute is possible only if the hydro-hegemon is willing.  

In addition, Razzak stated that “there is water in the Ganges, plenty of it” 

(Mustafa, 1996). This comment had contradicted previous scientific assessments of the 

Ganges River’s condition. Between 1988 and 1995, Ganges’ lowest discharge in March 

and April was around 593 cubic meters per second (cumecs), which is 73% less than 

before the Barrage began operating in 1975 (Rahman, Hassan, Islam & Shamsad, 2000). 

Political views on the matter were also not in line with Razzak’s assessment. From a 

political angle, in the 1974 Joint Declaration, India and Bangladesh acknowledged that 

there was not enough water to meet the countries’ needs during the lean season (Khan, 

1996). PM Khaleda Zia, just a year before Razzak’s statement, also portrayed the water 

scarcity in the Ganges as devastating, and the Farakka Barrage as a death sentence for the 

country (General Assembly, 1995). Scientific research has provided evidence that the 
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Ganges base flow reduces during the dry season (Xie, Rahaman & Shen, 2018). The 

Bangladeshi media was likewise concerned about various Indian infrastructure projects. 

At the time, India was building or planning to build highways in the border areas in West 

Bengal and in the northeastern states, which would include water flow controlling bridges 

and pipes (Tota, 1996). These projects would lead to greater water scarcity and 

devastating ecological degradation. Tota (1996) criticized the lack of governmental 

action or objections against these projects. It seems, therefore, that Razzak did not only 

disregard the water shortage in the Ganges that others were concerned about; he also 

failed to consider the non-Farakka projects in India that could potentially impact 

Bangladesh’s water supply.  

From a different point of view, his comment may reflect an attempt to 

desecuritize the Ganges-Farakka issue, which is the opposite of what Mrs. Zia was 

attempting only a year ago. By stating that there is plenty of water in the Ganges, Razzak 

may have been implying that the water-sharing dispute would be quickly resolved, and 

Bangladesh would receive adequate water supply. Perhaps he was trying to inspire 

confidence in the Awami League government, since (according to him) the dispute would 

be resolved quickly. His statement does support the political status of desecuritization 

that Hansen (2012) defends. Moreover, since a prompt resolution was expected, the 

dispute had moved from being a sensitive national security issue to a more simple 

bilateral negotiation. This may have been an attempt to change the media and the 

people’s perception of the dispute. Hansen (2012) calls this desecuritization tactic as re-
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articulation, which involves removing an issue from the securitized realm by offering a 

political solution.  

On December 1st, 1996, the Chief Minister of West Bengal Jyoti Basu came to 

Dhaka to finalize the ratification of the 1996 Ganges Treaty. He was the Chief Minister 

from 1977 to 2000. During his visit, Basu invited PM Hasina to come to Delhi to hold a 

final meeting on the dispute before the Treaty’s ratification. During this visit, Basu spoke 

at a welcome conference held at his honor by the Bangladesh Worker’s Party (Inqilab, 

1996a). During the meeting, Basu said that he (West Bengal) could not solve the Ganges-

Farakka problem; it is the central government’s responsibility (Inqilab, 1996a). Since the 

Ganges River flows through West Bengal (among other Indian states) and is the location 

of the Farakka Barrage, it is understandable why some political factions in Bangladesh 

wanted Basu’s involvement. 

Additionally, both Bangladesh and West Bengal are often colloquially referred to 

as the Bengal on the other side of the river. Many Bangladeshis and West Bengal 

residents have relatives living in the two Bengals. In fact, Basu’s ancestors originated 

from Bangladesh’s Narayanganj district (Inqilab, 1996b). Some political factions in 

Bangladesh desired to create a common diplomatic front with West Bengal (based on 

common heritage) as a tactic to negotiate with New Delhi. In fact, there was an article on 

the Indian Tribune titled “Hasina to employ ‘Bengali’ factor to end water row” (Lok 

Sabha, 1996a). During Lok Sabha’s session on December 2nd, Janeshwar Mishra, the 

Indian Minister of Water Resources, was asked whether he was aware of that article. 

Meaning the Indian parliament was aware of Hasina trying to create a common 



 

185 

 

diplomatic front based on shared culture with West Bengal to negotiate with New Delhi, 

and they wanted the central government to be vigilant of any effort toward that goal. 

Hossain (1998) argued that Hasina indeed, tried to involve Basu in negotiation as a 

diplomatic strategy, since it is the state that would be most affected by the Treaty (see 

Figure 5.5 numbers 3 and 4 and letter C in Hasina Gowda/Gujral row. In addition, Basu’s 

Communist Party was a supporter of Gowda’s United Front government (Hossain 1998). 

Therefore, a treaty negotiated by Basu would most likely be accepted by Gowda. Basu, 

realizing the domestic political dilemma that it would create with New Delhi, declined to 

assume a greater role in negotiation, publicly at least. Basu, however, reassured that he 

would request Delhi to ensure a fair share of water to Bangladesh (Inqilab, 1996a). 

However, the meaning of “fair share” is subject to political debate. Furthermore, even 

though Basu claimed that he could not resolve the Ganges water sharing dispute, in the 

end, he was able to create a final agreement with Bangladesh (Ganguly, 1997) before the 

formal signing of the Treaty.  

The conference held by Bangladesh Worker’s Party demonstrates the Party’s 

attempt to forge an ideological link with the West Bengal’s CM. It is not surprising that it 

was the Bangladesh Worker’s Party that arranged the conference in Basu’s honor. The 

Worker’s Party is a branch of the Bangladesh Communist Party. Basu belonged to the 

Communist Party of India. In addition, the Bangladeshi Worker’s Party had a connection 

(and still does) to Awami League. Under Mujib’s leadership, the Awami League 

promoted socialism. After Mujib’s assassination, Awami League strayed from socialism, 

and this continued as Hasina ran for office in 1991 when she campaigned for democracy, 
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nationalism, and secularism (Kochanek, 1996). Despite an apparent change in political 

ideology, the Awami League has maintained a strong connection with left-wing parties 

and politicians. Bangladesh Worker’s Party’s arrangement of the conference in honor of 

Basu demonstrates an attempt to forge a connection with the Chief Minister of West 

Bengal based on similar political ideology, thinking that this may favor Bangladesh 

during the negotiation with New Delhi.  

Similarly, Lok Sabha’s emphasis on the Indian Tribune article about the 

possibility of Hasina using the “Bengali card” demonstrates the role that a non-political 

actor (the Indian media) played to influence domestic and international politics. Based on 

the article, the Lok Sabha made Mishra aware of a possible tactic that a foreign leader 

may use to influence an on-going negotiation on the Ganges water sharing issue. Nishat 

argues that ultimately, Basu, and any personal rapport that Hasina may have had with 

him, did not matter much (Interview, Nishat, 2018). However, it can be argued that India 

may have used the “Bengali card” on Hasina to make her more flexible towards India’s 

demands. It is curious why Delhi sent the chief minister of West Bengal, of all the 

ministers, to come to Bangladesh right before the signing. There might be a political 

reason behind this as well. When the 1977 Agreement was signed, Basu was against it. 

His criticisms were not only against the Agreement itself but also against the Delhi 

government, who, according to Basu, kept West Bengal uninformed during the 

negotiation (Begum, 1988). Therefore, sending Basu to finalize the 1996 Treaty may 

have been a way to undo a past mistake on New Delhi’s part. Therefore, sending Basu 
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served dual political purposes (see Figure 5.5 numbers 3 and 4, and letter C in Hasina 

Gowda/Gujral row).  

During the Bangladeshi Worker Party’s conference, Basu made an interesting 

comment stating that he did not come as a representative of the Indian central 

government (Inqilab, 1996b). According to him, he came at the invitation of the foreign 

minister. However, before he came to Bangladesh, he talked to the Indian prime minister 

on the phone. There are two possible reasons as to why Basu made that statement. First, 

he may have made this statement to further support his other statement on not being able 

to resolve the Ganges water-sharing dispute. Since he was not representing the Indian 

government during this visit, he was not authorized to formalize an agreement between 

India and Bangladesh.   

Razzak’s comment (from October) and Basu’s assurances (about requesting that 

New Delhi ensure a fair water share to Bangladesh) fell short of placating the political 

opposition (like BNP), the media, and the civil society. During Basu’s 5-day visit, there 

were talks held on the Ganges water sharing issue. Newspapers like Inqilab published 

several articles expressing concerns that these talks were held behind closed doors, and 

the treaty draft on the Ganges water was mostly a secret (Inqilab, 1996b). The key 

objectives of the treaty draft and Bangladesh’s share of water were shrouded in mystery. 

For the Bangladeshi media, such secrecy created an aura of ambiguity and mistrust in the 

Bangladeshi government and raised new concerns about India’s intentions (Inqilab, 

1996b). For Mahfuz Anam, an editor of the Daily Star newspaper, Bangladesh’s concerns 

surrounding sharing transboundary river water stems from being geographically fenced 
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by a big and powerful neighbor and from India’s history of “…absolute, shortsighted, 

intransigent behavior about the water” (Zubrzycki, 1996). Therefore, the lack of 

transparency during Basu’s visit only fueled such anxiety. BNP members stated that 

Basu’s visit and consultations with PM Hasina would lead to a treaty that is counter to 

Bangladesh’s interests and will lead to the administration’s fall (Inqilab, 1996a). For 

opposition political parties, the government’s discussions with Basu created new grounds 

to criticize the government and its hold on power. Even though BNP had historically 

securitized the Ganges-Farakka dispute, the securitization of the dispute and negotiation 

during this period had a new motivation: to challenge the government’s hold on power.  

The existing anti-Indian sentiments in Bangladesh also contributed to the 

speculations and criticisms surrounding Basu’s visit. Despite its pro-India stance, the 

anti-India rhetoric has been used as an election campaign tool by Awami League. During 

the election campaign in March 1996, Hasina pledged that she would abolish the so-

called “slavery” treaty, referring to the 1972 Treaty of Friendship that her father signed 

(Zubrzycki, 1996). Her pledge had little significance since the Friendship Treaty was set 

to expire in 1997. However, Hasina’s pledge to abolish the “slavery” treaty provides 

evidence of Anam’s assessment above about the persistent mistrust and anxiety that 

Bangladesh has about India. Such anxieties remained despite assurances from the Foreign 

Minister Abbus Samad Azad during Basu’s visit. Azad reassured that many 

disagreements had been resolved during Basu’s visit (Inqilab, 1996b). However, the 

minister did not elaborate further.  
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From the Awami League government’s standpoint, details on the treaty draft 

would have been scrutinized and criticized by the opposition and the media, which might 

have made the negotiation process more difficult. In addition, an unidentified government 

official told the reporters that Basu also requested to build a road on Bangladeshi territory 

that would connect the northeastern Indian states to the mainland (Inqilab, 1996b). The 

transit dispute, just like the Ganges-Farakka dispute, greatly impacted the India-

Bangladesh relations (Roy, 2013) and fuels anti-Indian sentiments in Bangladesh. 

Granting India (a more powerful state) access to use Bangladesh’s territory to build 

infrastructure projects is a security concern for Bangladesh. The Indian military actions in 

the northeastern states were struggling to curb the separatist movements in the 

northeastern states. A shortcut route through Bangladesh would help India with logistical 

efficiency to maintain a military presence in these troublesome states (Rashiduzzaman, 

2001). Basu was negotiating two issues that are very sensitive for both India and 

Bangladesh. Therefore, the Bangladeshi media and the opposition party were highly 

critical of his visit.  

Even though the Bangladeshi government did not confirm whether Basu raised 

the transit issue during his visit, the topic was raised during the December 2nd Lok Sabha 

session. When Foreign Minister Inder Kumar Gujral (commonly known as I. K. Gujral) 

was asked whether the Ministry of External Affairs raised the transit issue to Bangladesh, 

he responded by stating that the Ministry raised the issue to Bangladesh many times and 

that the subject remains under both governments’ consideration (Lok Sabha, 1996a). The 
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timing of the issue’s mention in Lok Sabha confirms the validity of the unidentified 

Bangladeshi government official’s statement.  

The 1996 Ganges Treaty: Hasina-Gowda-Gujral Era (1996-1998) 

PM Hasina went to Delhi on December 10th, and the Ganges Treaty was signed on 

December 13th. After the signing, there were mixed reactions from both Bangladesh and 

India. The responses in Bangladesh fell along party lines, with BNP heavily criticizing 

the treaty, and the Awami League praising it. Bangladeshi government sources claimed 

that the 1996 Treaty was a great achievement, and Bangladesh would get 34,000 cusecs 

of water during the lean seasons (Shariar, 1996). PM Hasina called it a landmark treaty 

that will improve the Bangladesh-India relationship (Inqilab, 1996f). BNP stated that the 

government sacrificed national interests by signing the Treaty (Inqilab, 1996c). The 

Jatiya Party Chairman Mizan Chaudhury congratulated the government on signing the 

treaty (Inqilab, 1996d). Mohammad Shahjahan, the former vice-chancellor of Bangladesh 

University of Engineering and Technology (BUET), was skeptical of the Treaty, stating 

that there is no ‘guarantee clause’ to ensure a minimum flow to Bangladesh (Inqilab, 

1996e). Shahjahan said that the Treaty appears to be full of political and technical 

intricacies, and only time will tell how “good” the Treaty is (Inqilab, 1996e). Nishat, who 

was closely associated with the drafting of the Ganges Treaty, acknowledged that 

Bangladesh is sharing the residual flow at Farakka (Chowdhury, n.d.). Meaning, the 

water that reaches Farakka is the residual flow from upper riparian states like Uttar 

Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Bihar. The Treaty does not address the flow in the other 

states. While the political parties either supported and opposed the Treaty based on 
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political rivalries, an academic and an engineer like Shahjahan looked more at the 

Treaty’s terms to express his thoughts.  

In the Indian Lok Sabha, there were mixed reactions. PM Gowda called the 

Ganges Treaty, a landmark treaty that will protect India’s interests and help Bangladesh 

by providing a share of the Ganges’s water (Lok Sabha, 1996b). However, during his 

speech, there were interruptions. Ministers like Uma Bharati of Madhya Pradesh 

interjected that the government gave more water to Bangladesh (Lok Sabha, 1996b). 

West Bengal Minister P. R. Dasmunsi welcomed the Treaty. However, he asked PM 

Gowda whether the central government had considered the role of Uttar Pradesh (UP) 

and Bihar since the Ganges also flows through those states. Dasmunsi argued that unless 

the central government ensures that adequate water is flowing into West Bengal from UP 

and Bihar, then India cannot implement the Treaty and will lose face to both Bangladesh 

and West Bengal (Lok Sabha, 1996b).  

While some West Bengal politicians acknowledged the potential domestic 

challenges in the implementation of the Ganges Treaty, there were wider foreign policy 

implications. Dasmunsi continued on the importance of the Ganges Treaty and argued 

that if it is not properly implemented, then India will lose diplomatic influence in 

Bangladesh. As a consequence of reduced Indian influence, it would create an opening 

for China, that is interested in Bangladesh’s Chittagong Port (Lok Sabha, 1996b). It is 

clear that for some Indian ministers, the Ganges Treaty had greater significance than just 

resolving a critical bilateral dispute. To ministers like Dasmunsi, the Ganges Treaty was a 
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crucial document that would shape India-Bangladeshi relations and ensure Indian 

political influence against other regional powers in Bangladesh. 

Outside of the political realm, there was little optimism in India about the Treaty. 

After the signing of the Ganges Treaty, there were protests in West Bengal. Prominent 

Indian journalist Ruben Banerjee argued at the time that the Treaty might bring trouble 

for India, especially for West Bengal. He argued that the arithmetic formula of the water 

sharing schedule was faulty, which may work in Bangladesh’s favor (Banerjee, 1997). 

The Ganges Treaty’s water-sharing schedule considers the average water flow from 1949 

to 1988. The situation had changed since 1988, and the water-levels had gradually 

decreased so that there was not enough water for the two countries to share under the 

Treaty’s formula (Banerjee, 1997). Based on the 1949-1988 data, the Treaty estimates 

that between April 1 to 10, there would be around 63,180 cusecs of water available. 

However, Banerjee (1997) argued that in the past five years, only 51,000 cusecs had been 

available. West Bengal Finance Minister Ashim Dasgupta stated that, since India and 

Bangladesh jointly stopped monitoring the water level in 1988, there was no option but to 

rely on the data from 1949 to 1988 (Banerjee, 1997). In addition, Dasgupta claimed that 

Bangladesh refused to accept the figures after 1988 (Banerjee, 1997). Some Bangladeshi 

sources suggested at the time that Bangladesh wanted to use data that had been verified 

by both countries, which made the pre-1988 data more reliable (Hossain, 1998). 

Bangladeshi scholar Miah (2003) also highlights the exclusion of the figures after 1988, 

arguing that this exclusion challenges the effectiveness of the Treaty. It is highly unlikely 
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that the framers of the Ganges Treaty (from both India and Bangladesh) were blind to 

such glaring loopholes. The only explanation is that the Treaty was a political tool.  

From Bangladesh’s point of view, rejecting the lower figures after 1988 meant 

that under the higher water-level averages of the 1949-88 period, Bangladesh would get a 

higher share. The inclusion of the post-1988 data would have lowered the estimated water 

availability, thus, reducing Bangladesh’s share. This may have been PM Hasina’s 

political tactic to force India to commit to a higher share for Bangladesh (see Figure 5.5 

number 4 and letter E in Hasina-Gowda/Gujral row). This can be one explanation as to 

why Bangladesh rejected the inclusion of water-levels after 1988. That is why some 

Indian politicians like Bharati felt that India fell into Bangladesh’s tactic and gave more 

water to Bangladesh. Even Indian scholars like Ganguly (1997) argued that the Ganges 

Treaty was possible because of India’s willingness to accept an asymmetric arrangement. 

However, it is very naive to think that Hasina expected India to divert water to 

Bangladesh (as per the water-sharing schedule with higher averages) at the expense of 

Indians in West Bengal. Miah (2003) implies that the Treaty is designed to give people a 

false impression of getting more water. It is highly likely that Hasina was aware of the 

reality of reduced water availability in the Ganges River. She needed to show the higher 

water-sharing figures (by excluding the post-1988 figures) of the 1996 Treaty to claim a 

tremendous political victory in Bangladesh. Banerjee (1997) also argues that by signing 

the Treaty, PM Hasina scored many political points (see Figure 5.5 numbers 6 and 4 and 

letter E). Awami League can claim that it had resolved this old dispute with India and 

brought Bangladesh its fair share of water.  
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In addition, India may have had larger motivations than just improving relations 

with Bangladesh by ending this 25-year old dispute. It is evident in Dasmunsi’s statement 

at Lok Sabha that by signing this treaty with Bangladesh, India can exert greater 

influence in the country and counter any Chinese interest. At the time, Minister Gujral 

defended the Ganges Treaty by arguing that India needed to end this dispute and gain 

greater cooperation with Bangladesh on other issues, like securing the troublesome 

northeastern states (Banerjee, 1997).  

The 1996 Treaty on Sharing of the Ganges Waters: An Analysis  

The Ganges Treaty is not without flaws. First, even though the treaty is in effect 

for 30 years, it is not binding (Salman & Uprety 2002). Article X says that both parties 

can review the arrangements every five years. One can argue that this adds flexibility to 

the Treaty. The parties can review the Treaty in the face of any change in circumstances 

and propose changes. On the other hand, such flexibility also means uncertainty. If there 

is a change in the political relationship/cooperation (which is entirely possible given the 

rocky relationship between these neighbors), then such a review process may not yield 

favorable outcomes.  

Second, the terms and language of the 1996 Treaty are vague and contradictory. 

Under Article II, “Ever effort would be made by the upper riparian to protect flows of 

water at Farakka…” (Sharing of Ganges River at Farakka, 1996, p. 2). There is no 

clarification or description of the upper riparian’s “effort” in the Treaty. This vague 

language does protect India from making any clear commitments so as to protect the 

lower riparian’s water flow. In addition, Article II and Annexure I are contradictory. 
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Article II, paragraph III, states that if Farakka’s flow falls below 50,000 cusecs, then the 

two governments will hold immediate consultations. Under Annexure I (see Table 5.1 

below), if the flow is 70,000 cusecs or less, then the share is 50% for the parties. 

Table 5.1 

 Annexure-I of the 1996 Ganges Treaty 

Availability at Farakka Share of India Share of 

Bangladesh 

70,000 cusecs or 

less 

50% 50% 

70,000 cusecs- 

75,000 cusecs 

Balance of flow 35,000 cusecs 

75,000 cusecs or 

more 

40,000 cusecs Balance of flow 

Note. Retrieved from Sharing of Ganges River at Farakka (1996, p.6) 

      Therefore, Article II paragraph III and Annexure I are contradictory and can be a 

potential source of misunderstanding (Miah, 2003). Miah (2003) presents another source 

of misunderstanding in Article II, paragraph III, and Annexure-II. Under Annexure-II, 

between March and May, there are three ten-day periods, during which 35,000 cusecs 

will be provided to either India or Bangladesh (Sharing of Ganges River at Farakka, 

1996). Miah (2003) argues that even though the Treaty guarantees 35,000 under all flow 

regimes to each country, it may be conveniently interpreted as inapplicable if the flow is 

less than 50,000 cusecs. Furthermore, the government consultation in the event of less 

than 50,000 cusecs flow may be too time-consuming to tackle the concurrent socio-
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economic and environmental problems. This makes the 1996 Treaty not only vague and 

self-contradictory but also impractical.  

      It is natural to wonder whether the framers were aware of the vague language. 

Miah (2003), who is highly critical of the 1996 Treaty, argues that the framers were 

cognizant. Therefore, Miah (2003) argues that they inserted phrases like “If actual 

availability corresponds to average flows of the period 1949 to 1988…” in Annexure-II 

and the word “indicative” in Article II, paragraph I to refer to Annexure-II (Sharing of 

Ganges River at Farakka, 1996). The words “if” and “indicative” do not imply a clear and 

precise agreement. Furthermore, if the actual flow is not corresponding to the average 

flow from 1949 to 1988, then the execution of the water-sharing schedule under 

Annexure-II becomes uncertain.  

      Since the framers were cognizant of the vagueness and contradiction, there might 

be some other political reasons. The Treaty does not enlist the policies or measures India 

is obligated to make to protect water flows at Farakka to maintain the 40-year average 

availability (Miah, 2003). The principle of limited territorial sovereignty and equitable 

sharing to water may initiate negotiations, however, the actual negotiations and 

interpretations of transboundary agreements are influenced by power asymmetries, 

geography, and different types of conflicts (Gupta, 2016). India’s consent to take 

measures to protect the flow at Farakka complies with the principles of “do no harm” 

under the customary international water laws. Despite the ambiguity, the “no harm” 

principle has become incorporated in all modern water agreements (Rahaman, 2009). The 

diffusion of norms is a discursive process. There is a difference between the translation of 
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norms’ concepts and translation of concepts into norm-consistent practice (Zwingel, 

2017). The inclusion of the ‘no harm’ principle did not incite the inclusion of 

unambiguous norm-consistent policies in this case.  

Furthermore, the lack of explicit description of policies and measures to protect 

Farakka’s flow is consistent with a hydro-hegemon’s covert exertion of power to 

manipulate the weaker riparian (Woodhouse & Zeitoun, 2008), or ideational power as 

part of its “soft power” tactics (Thomas, 2017). Such ideational power can create the 

illusion of cooperation (Thomas, 2017). For example, India’s consent under Article II 

appears to protect the weaker riparian’s interest without clear commitment. Hence, as the 

upper riparian and the hydro-hegemon, India benefits the most from the vague language 

and contradicting terms (see Figure 5.5 numbers 4 and letter D in Hasina-Gowda/Gujral 

row).  

Furthermore, the dispute resolution mechanisms in the Treaty displays a covert 

use of power that favors India. Under Article VII, the JRC is responsible for resolving 

any dispute brought by the Joint Committee (if it cannot resolve the dispute by itself), 

who is responsible for implementing the Treaty. If the JRC is unable to resolve the 

dispute, then the issue is referred to the two governments. Meaning, there is no guideline 

for third-party mediation. Such omissions demonstrate a ‘covert use of power’ and create 

the grounds for new disputes to arise in the future (Woodhouse & Zeitoun, 2008; 

Thomas, 2017) since bilateral dispute resolution mechanism is in line with Indian foreign 

policy’s orientation toward bilateralism as discussed in Chapter Four (see Figure 5.5 

number 4 and letter D in Hasina-Gowda/Gujral row).   
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In addition to the problem resolution mechanism, the scope of the Treaty is also 

designed not to upset the delicate political balance. According to Article VIII of the 

Treaty, India, and Bangladesh agreed to cooperate on finding a solution to the long-term 

augmentation problem of the Ganges (Sharing of the Ganges River at Farakka, 1996). 

However, the Treaty lacks concrete details on the nature of cooperation. In other words, 

the thorny Ganges augmentation issue was shelved to focus on the water-sharing aspect. 

In this case, the exclusion of the augmentation problem is not dissimilar to the 1977 

Agreement and the MoUs of 1982 and 1985. However, excluding thorny issues does not 

challenge the status quo and can perpetuate the water conflict (Zeitoun et al., 2019).  

Allouche (2010) argues that India’s unilateral dam and barrage building (vis-à-vis 

Nepal and Bangladesh) are intended to establish sovereign claims on transboundary 

rivers. Historically, India has taken a territorial stance on transboundary rivers. During 

the dispute over the Indus River in the 1950s, India invoked the Harmon Doctrine to 

claim rights over the eastern rivers (Allouche, 2010). Similarly, in regard to the Ganges 

River, India claimed that it was almost an Indian river (Abbas, 1982). For India, hydro-

politics of transboundary rivers have a nationalist undertone. Therefore, whenever a 

riparian state, like Bangladesh, tried to involve a third-party, India perceived it as a 

challenge to its national interests. Thus, the agreements and treaties on the Ganges do not 

have provisions for third-party mediation.  

Since the Ganges Treaty is only concerned with sharing the water during the dry 

or lean month, the Treaty is in “operation” for a few months in a year. Therefore, it is not 

a comprehensive or sustainable solution. The Treaty, like the 1977 Agreement and 1982 
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and 1985 MOUs, is valid for only a few months every year (the dry season). This, of 

course, means a less comprehensive water-sharing agreement. The Treaty is also not 

concerned with environmental sustainability. It lacks a comprehensive assessment of the 

future of water availability and demand in the region and the impact of the Farakka 

Barrage on such issues. Therefore, as the effects of climate change and water shortage 

become more apparent, it is safe to assume that political squabbles over Farakka (and 

water in general) will go on.  

Lastly, the Ganges Treaty did not resolve the augmentation issue. As per Article 

VIII, the Indian and Bangladeshi governments recognized the need for cooperation in 

finding a long-term solution to the augmentation problem during the dry season (Sharing 

of Ganges River at Farakka, 1996). Throughout the history of the Ganges-Farakka 

dispute, the negotiations mainly focused on water-sharing and augmentation of the 

Ganges during the dry season. The previous agreements and MoUs have dealt with water-

sharing while leaving the discussion open on augmentation. Verghese (2001) argues that 

the Ganges Treaty separates the water-sharing dispute from the augmentation and that it 

gives a political solution for the former. During the stalemate of the late 1980s and PM 

Zia’s first-term in office, India made its proposal on augmentation a precondition for 

water-sharing (Nishat, 2001). This may have been one of the reasons for the stalemate. 

Separating the technical stalemate over the augmentation issue may have facilitated the 

political resolution of the water-sharing issue. However, resolving the augmentation 

disagreements is essential to resolving the Ganges-Farakka dispute.  
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Despite its flaws, water sharing between India and Bangladesh is better 

(especially for the latter country) with a treaty than without. According to Mirza (2004), 

if the water discharge is in accordance with the 1996 Treaty, then the salinity level in the 

Gorai River in Bangladesh will decrease by 71%. Comparing the 1996 Treaty to the 1982 

and 1985 MoUs, Bangladesh received a greater share (Salman & Uprety, 2002). This 

means that, during the deadlock years of the 1980s (after the expiration of the 1977s 

Agreement), Bangladesh received less water in the absence of a treaty, in comparison to 

water received with a treaty. Therefore, for Bangladesh, a flawed treaty is better than no 

treaty.  

There are political factors that facilitated the Treaty’s ratification. During 

Gowda’s one-year tenure, Foreign Minister Gujral announced that India needed to be a 

generous neighbor. The so-called “Gujral Doctrine” was another factor that facilitated the 

change in the Indian-Bangladeshi relationship (Salman & Uprety, 2002), especially on 

thornier issues like Farakka. Gujral succeeded Gowda as India’s prime minister in April 

1997 and served until March 1998. Even during his tenure as the foreign minister under 

PM Gowda, the underlying thinking of the “Gujral Doctrine” was evident. The “Gujral 

Doctrine” consisted of five principles that influenced India’s foreign policy during 

Gowda and Gujral’s leaderships. Among these principles, Gujral envisioned a 

relationship of non-interference and accommodation (without seeking any reciprocity) 

with India’s neighbors and a preference for bilateral negotiation to settle disputes with 

said neighbors (Gujral, 1997). India’s willingness to accommodate without any 

reciprocity was a factor that ended the Ganges-Farakka dispute stalemate of the early 
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1990s. As PM Gujral outlined his Doctrine, he referred to the Ganges Treaty as being a 

landmark in the India-Bangladesh relationship and a demonstration of India’s sincerity 

(Gujral, 1997) (see Figure 5.5 numbers 2 and 4 and letter B in Hasina-Gowda/Gujral 

row). In other words, Gujral cited the Ganges Treaty as a validation of his Doctrine.  

Bangladesh wanted a treaty with India on the Ganges water-issue for political 

reasons. Hasina pledged improved relations with India during the 1996 election campaign 

(Burns, 1997). The previous water-sharing arrangements on the Ganges/Farakka were 

either agreements or MoUs signed by the ministers of India and Bangladesh. Nishat 

suggested that Bangladesh preferred a treaty with India, rather than short-term MoUs and 

agreements (Chowdhury K, n.d.). The 1996 Ganges Treaty was signed by the prime 

ministers of both countries, implying a stronger political commitment (Salman & Uprety, 

2002). The Ganges Treaty provided a water-sharing framework for 30 years. It resolved, 

what was a thorny issue for Bangladesh with its more prominent neighbor. Hasina could 

claim that she delivered on her campaign promise.  

The underlying scheme behind the 1996 Treaty involved compromise by both 

Bangladesh and India. On the one hand, under the Treaty, Bangladesh’s share of Ganges 

water has decreased from 59% (under the 1977 Agreement) to 52%, while India’s share 

increased from 41% to 48% in the lean season (Salman & Uprety, 2002). As mentioned 

earlier, there is no guarantee clause for Bangladesh. That was a compromise on 

Bangladesh’s part. On the other hand, the Treaty resolved the conflict over the 

augmentation debate. Under the 1977 Agreement and MoUs of 1982 and 1985, the water-

sharing arrangement was contingent on Bangladesh’s agreement to study the Indian 
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augmentation proposal (Salman & Uprety, 2002). The 1996 Treaty eliminated this pre-

condition. Under the 1996 Treaty, Bangladesh did not have to consider the Brahmaputra 

diversion plan that is institutionally and bureaucratically opposed (as discussed in 

Chapter Four). Similarly, India did not have to consider Nepal’s involvement in the 

Ganges water-sharing agreement, which can be adverse to its two-sided foreign policy 

(also discussed in Chapter Four). Salman and Uprety (2002) argued that Bangladesh 

accepted the reduced share in exchange for the abolition of the Indian augmentation 

proposal as part of a quid pro quo.   

There was an additional compromise on both Bangladesh and India’s behalf in the 

Ganges Treaty. As per the Treaty, there are 10-day periods when one of the signatory 

states is guaranteed 35,000 cusecs. Verghese (2001) argued that these periods are 

technically unsafe since Farakka Barrage walls could collapse in such sudden changes in 

water level. However, this technical issue was known to both sides during the previous 

agreements (Verghese, 2001). India wanted to establish an alternate schedule that would 

gradually change the water levels in Farakka and compensate Bangladesh for any deficit 

in supplies in the ensuing period (Verghese, 2001). Although Bangladesh claimed that 

this altered schedule violated the Treaty, Verghese (2001) argued that Bangladesh did get 

more water than what the Annexure-II stipulated (see Table 5.2). 

Annexure-II opens by stating that if the actual availability corresponds to average 

flows of the period 1949 to 1988, then, the implication of the formula in Annexure I for 

the share of each side is as stipulated below.  
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Table 5.2 

 Annexure-II of the 1996 Ganges Treaty  

Period Average of total flow 

1949-88 

India’s share (cusecs) Bangladesh’s share 

(cusecs) 

January 

1-10 

11-20 

21-31 

 

107,516 

97,673 

90,154 

 

40,000 

40,000 

40,000 

 

67,516 

57,673 

50,154 

February 

1-10 

11-20 

21-28 

 

86,323 

82,859 

79,106 

 

40,000 

40,000 

40,000 

 

46,323 

42,859 

39,106 

March 

1-10 

11-20 

21-31 

 

74,419 

68,931 

64,688 

 

39,419 

33,931 

35,000* 

 

35,000 

35,000* 

29,688 

April 

1-10 

11-20 

21-30 

 

63,180 

62,633 

60,992 

 

28,180 

35,000* 

25,992 

 

35,000* 

27,633 

35,000* 

May 

1-10 

11-20 

21-31 

 

67,351 

73,590 

81,854 

 

35,000* 

38,590 

40,000 

 

32,351 

35,000 

41,854 

Note. * Three ten-day periods during which 35,000 shall be provided. Retrieved from 

Sharing of Ganges River at Farakka (1996, p.8). 

 Another curious aspect of the 1996 Treaty is the method in which the flows 

reaching the Farakka is calculated. As mentioned earlier, the Treaty’s water-sharing 
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arrangement is based on the average discharge from 1949-1988. The water-sharing 

schedule of the 1977 Agreement and the MoUs of 1982 and 1985 were based on 75% 

availability of the average Ganges flow, whereas the Treaty is based on 100% availability 

(Salman & Uprety, 2002). Salman and Uprety (2002) argue that riparians usually 

consider a lower flow availability to avoid negative surprises. Therefore, the 1996 Treaty 

is optimistic in this regard. Calculating the water-sharing schedule based on 100% 

availability helps to establish higher share amounts. Political leaders in both countries 

could claim a political win by showing their constituents a larger share of the Ganges 

water, as implied by Banarjee (1997).   

Post-1996 Treaty: Hasina-Vajpayee Era (1998-2000) 

The India-Bangladesh relationship during the Hasina and Vajpayee era did not 

experience much development. Each country experienced its own domestic challenges. 

At home, Hasina tried to end violence in the Chittagong Hill Tracks (CHT) area, through 

a peace accord. The CHT Accord signed in December 1997, aimed to create a peaceful 

relationship between tribal adibashis (original inhabitants) of the CHT area, the Bengali 

people, and the government. The adibashis of the CHT had enjoyed some degree of 

autonomy during the British colonial era. However, after the Partition, the CHT went to 

Pakistan. During both the Pakistani and Bangladeshi governments, the people of the CHT 

experienced a loss of autonomy, land, and faced a threat to their unique identity (Panday 

& Jamil, 2009). There was a rise in violence during the 1990s in the CHT. Tribes like the 

Chakmas live in CHT and the Indian state of Tripura. Therefore, since India was facing 

separatist movements in its northeastern states, the armed conflicts in CHT also raised 
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security concerns for India. The displacement and violence against the Paharis (hill 

people) continue in Bangladesh, and the Bangladeshi government faces criticisms on not 

properly implementing the CHT Accord and ending the violence and discrimination 

against the Paharis (Sachi & Gerharz, 2017).  

The political parties’ criticisms on the CHT Accord and the Ganges Treaty 

demonstrates a political culture that is unique to Bangladesh. Nelofar Parvin, a professor 

at Dhaka University’s Department of Political Science, posits that Bangladesh’s political 

parties lack democratic rule within the party system and present no clear policy on 

various issues (Interview, Parvin, 2018). At the time, the CHT Accord was heralded as 

another great victory for the Hasina government. BNP planned a ‘long march’ against the 

CHT Accord. Hasina claimed that the CHT Accord demonstrated that she wanted to 

bring peace, prosperity, and a government of civil participation and consensus to 

Bangladesh. She accused BNP of trying to scrap the CHT Accord and the Ganges Treaty 

and disturb the peace (Bangladesh premier decries, 1998). The ‘long march’ was just one 

of many issues that BNP used to challenge the Awami League government. The ‘long 

march’ was a calculated move to court the Bengali and state forces that were unhappy 

with the CHT Accord (Mohaiemen, 2010). However, when BNP came to power in 2001, 

it did not change the CHT Accord (Interview, Parvin, 2018). Therefore, the CHT Accord 

and the Ganges Treaty were exploitable issues for BNP and other parties to mobilize 

against the ruling party. After Awami League came to power, Jamaat and Jatiya Party 

joined forces and started a series of hartals (strikes involving shutdown of workplaces 

and schools) that led to great economic loss and created anxiety in the business 
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community (Shehabuddin, 1999). BNP accused the Hasina regime of being pro-India 

(Shehabuddin, 1999), and issues the like Ganges Treaty fueled such accusations.  

After the general elections in February 1998, Vajpayee succeeded Gujral as the 

Prime Minister of India, serving from March 1998 until May 2004. India went through 

some political uncertainties before Vajpayee’s took power. Congress forced Gowda’s 

resignation by withdrawing support from the United Front – the political coalition that 

chose Gowda, and later Gujral as the Indian premier. The 1998 election solidified BJP’s 

position as a formidable political party, and Sonia Gandhi (Rajiv Gandhi’s widow) 

emerged as the undisputed Congress Party’s leader (Ganguly, 1998). Even after Vajpayee 

took power, internal disputes with coalition members led BJP to lose a confidence vote in 

Lok Sabha, creating a constitutional conundrum regarding the powers of a caretaker 

government (Kapur, 2000). Vajpayee remained the leader of the caretaker government as 

the constitutional debate went on. However, due to the Kargil War with Pakistan, such 

debates became moot (Kapur, 2000). Even before the Kargil War, India’s nuclear tests in 

May 1998 created friction with Pakistan and the U.S. (Kapur & Mehta, 1999).  

In the light of the fourth war with Pakistan, and economic sanctions from the U.S, 

India was facing great political dilemmas. Therefore, there was not much development in 

the India-Bangladesh relationship. After Vajpayee took office, the illegal emigration of 

Bangladeshis to India became a pressing issue. Bangladeshi Foreign Minister Azad went 

to India in April 1998. There, he was reassured by the Vajpayee administration that the 

Ganges Treaty would continue without any change, and the JRC will meet once every 

three months (Bangladesh denies, 1998). However, the Indian Home Minister L. K. 
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Advani requested Azad to stop the illegal emigration of Bangladeshis. Azad proposed 

that if there is unlawful Bangladeshi migration, there should be meetings between the 

home ministers of both countries (Bangladesh denies, 1998). For India, the illegal 

migration took the foreground during Vajpayee’s administration. Even before he took 

office, when Hasina went to India to sign the Ganges Treaty, Vajpayee (then a member of 

the parliament) pressed her on accepting the Chakma refugees back to Bangladesh (Lok 

Sabha, 1996b). Therefore, when he took office, the illegal migration issue became a 

relatively more important factor that shaped India-Bangladesh relations.   

During this time, the initial optimism surrounding the Ganges Treaty evaporated 

only four months after it went into effect. In April 1997, Bangladesh received a third of 

the water stipulated under the Treaty, while India took its full share (Mahmud, 1997). 

India reasoned that poor rainfall and the slow melting of the Himalayan glaciers are to 

blame for the reduced Ganges flow (Mahmud, 1997). Under the terms of the Ganges 

Treaty, there is a provision to hold a consultation in urgent situations. Even though the 

two countries’ representatives met in Dhaka, there were no details or no joint statement 

afterward (Mahmud, 1997). Since there is no guarantee clause for minimum flow to 

Bangladesh, there was no way to guard against situations like this. However, Nishat 

stated that the low flow to Bangladesh might be due to extraction or a seepage 

somewhere between Farakka Barrage and the Bangladeshi border (Mahmud, 1997). In 

order to understand whether such a scenario played out, there needs to be data. Having 

not received the stipulated share of the Ganges water in 1997, Bangladesh requested to 

review of the clauses of the Treaty (as per the terms of the Treaty). However, India did 
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not respond positively to such requests (Kabir, 2005). Salman and Uprety (2002) suggest 

that a power vacuum in India may have impeded Bangladesh’s efforts toward a political 

solution to the low flow. Gowda’s time in office ended on April 11, 1997, and Gujral 

took office on April 21. During this transition period, Bangladesh did not receive an 

adequate response from the Indian government. The scheduled JRC’s meeting was also 

canceled during this transition period (Salman, Uprety, 2002). 

After facing reduced Ganges flow in 1997, Bangladesh experienced severe famine 

and floods in 1998. One-third of the Bangladeshi territory was underwater (Skehan, 

1998). Many parts of Dhaka were underwater. In addition to that, there were widespread 

cases of water contamination and water-borne disease like diarrhea. Due to the extent of 

the flood, there was substantial damage to the crop, thus, creating a food shortage 

(Skehan, 1998). During this period, critics in Bangladesh stated that Indian policies, such 

as large wet-season releases from the Farakka Barrage, added to the severity of the 

flooding disaster (Skehan, 1998).  

India Bangladesh Hydro-politics: Zia-Vajpayee era (2001-2004) 

Towards the end of Hasina’s first term in office, her administration was facing 

increased violence, factionalism, and accusations of failed governance (Rashiduzzaman, 

2001). After the 2001 general elections, BNP returned to power with Mrs. Zia as the 

prime minister. After coming to power, the Zia administration faced increased corruption 

and Islamist terrorism. The government’s inadequate responses to curbing violence 

generated international criticisms, which put the Zia administration on the defensive 
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(Riaz, 2006). In India, after the elections of 1999, Vajpayee came to power for a third 

term.  

Even though the 1996 Treaty resolved the Ganges water-sharing issue, its shadow 

loomed over domestic politics surrounding water and India-Bangladesh hydro-politics. In 

India, the discussion over the interlinking river project revived in the early 2000s period 

under PM Vajpayee. Originally envisioned by Irrigation Minister Rao, the interlinking 

river project was rejected by the Central Water Commission due to its impracticality 

(Panchagatti, 2003). The project involves creating a vast network of reservoirs and canals 

aimed to mitigate chronic flooding and ameliorate water shortages in many parts of India. 

There are two components to the project, the Himalayan and the peninsular components. 

The Himalayan component of this project would divert the Ganges’ water from the north 

to the south by linking the Ganges with the Godavari River (Panchagatti, 2003). It was 

becoming clear that the Ganges’s flow during the dry season was less than adequate. In 

addition, issues over pollution and river-bank erosion in the Ganges also gained the 

attention of sadhus (religious monks), environmentalists, and politicians alike. The issue 

of river-bank erosion has great significance since there is the potential of losing territory 

to a foreign country (Staff Correspondent, 2003), especially when it comes to the Ganges. 

Former Indian PM Gowda joined with other MPs to urge the government to save the 

Ganges (Staff Correspondent, 2003). This issue is connected to the larger debate over the 

interlinking river project since part of the project involves diverting the Ganges to the 

southern states.  
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However, even in the 2000s, Indian experts and politicians were divided on the 

viability of the interlinking river project. Dr. Kalyanaraman, who was working to revive 

the Sarawati River, was optimistic about the project. He argued that the interlinking river 

project would benefit over five hundred thousand villages by supplying water and 

creating infrastructure and employment (Special Correspondent, 2003). S. M. Panchagatti 

(2003), the former secretary of irrigation department of the Karnataka state government, 

argued that the sheer scope of the project involved navigating complicated state politics, 

which can extend the project’s timeline. There are existing disputes over the Cauvery 

River between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. Executing the expansive scheme of the 

interlinking river project would be difficult if the Indian central government cannot 

resolve state-level disputes over various rivers. In addition to the domestic political 

challenges, diversion of water will cause desertification, reduction in land fertility, and 

massive population displacement (Asthana & Shukla, 2014). Furthermore, since the 

Ganges’ flow is greatly reduced during the dry season, the river’s water could only be 

diverted during the monsoon, which can further complicate the project (Panchagatti, 

2003). Despite the challenges, some political groups, and the BJP in Tamil Nadu, for 

example, supported the project (Asthana & Shukla, 2014). Siddharth Varadarajan, the 

former editor of The Hindu, argued that the BJP, as a party with Hindu nationalist 

ideology, often uses the “Bangladesh card” to flame demography-related anxieties about 

undocumented migrants (Varadarajan, 2005). Therefore, when it comes to rivers and the 

interlinking river project, the BJP is likely to take a nationalist stance vis-à-vis 

Bangladesh. With the political support and pressure, in 2012, the Indian Supreme Court 
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directed the government to proceed with the project. It is curious that in the verdict, the 

Court acknowledged that is it not equipped to make decisions that are in the central 

government’s jurisdiction and that it is not the appropriate forum for planning and 

implementation of such a project. Imtiaz Ahmed (2012), a noted Bangladeshi scholar, 

asks then what is the purpose of this verdict.  

Since the interlinking river project involved diverting the Ganges water, 

Bangladesh was apprehensive about it. Such apprehensions, not only involved concerns 

about the reduced water flow in the Ganges but also increased salinity (Ramakrishnan, 

2004). In September 2003, a Bangladeshi delegation went to India to raise concerns about 

the project to PM Vajpayee and to visit the Farakka Barrage site (Parsai, 2003). During 

this visit, India assured Bangladesh that the project was only in the ‘conceptual’ stage and 

that it did not involve a diversion of the Ganges (Parsai, 2003). In 2004, the Indian High 

Commissioner to Bangladesh, Veena Sikri, reassured Bangladesh about the project, 

adding that the flood mitigation benefit of the project would augment the low, dry season 

flows (Indian envoy assures Bangladesh, 2004).  

Such reassurances did not satisfy the anxiety of Bangladesh’s politicians and civil 

society. In a conference attended by bureaucrats from Bangladesh’s Water Supply and 

Sewerage Authority (WASA), politicians, environmental journalists, and the ambassador 

of Netherlands, the speakers urged the international community not to fund India’s 

interlinking river project (Bangladesh urges world community, 2004). They argued that 

the project violated the Helsinki Rules and the UN conventions on common rivers 

(Bangladesh urges world community, 2004). A. N. H. Akhtar Hossain, the Managing 



 

212 

 

Director of WASA, criticized the project and India by stating that “India considers the 

water resources of all 54 rivers as resources of their own” (Bangladesh urges world 

community, 2004). He was referring to the 54 transboundary rivers shared between India 

and Bangladesh. His statement implies that some groups in Bangladesh see India’s 

interlinking river project as a hegemonic move to deprive the weaker riparian of its fair 

share of water resources. In India, some news sources like The Hindu argued that 

Bangladesh’s concerns over the interlinking river project were based on myths and 

excessive generalizations (Interlink project, 2005). This particular article in The Hindu 

argued that Bangladesh’s motive behind spreading false information on the project is to 

sabotage India’s efforts to mitigate flooding in both countries (Interlink project, 2005). It 

can be surmised from the article that some groups in India perceived the project would 

benefit Indians and Bangladeshis. Therefore, Bangladesh’s criticisms were considered 

invalid and ungrateful.   

In regards to the Teesta River, there was no water-sharing agreement between 

India and Bangladesh during the Zia-Vajpayee era. In January 2004, a joint committee of 

experts met to discuss sharing the Teesta water after delays. Bangladesh proposed to keep 

10% of the water for natural flow, allocating 36% for itself and 39% for India, while 

keeping the rest to be distributed proportionately (Habib, 2004). This meeting failed to 

produce any firm agreement on water-sharing. However, the two countries decided to 

create a joint technical group that will make recommendations on the terms of reference 

for an interim agreement (Habib, 2004). In September 2004, the two countries’ water 
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resource secretaries met in Dhaka and decided to refer the pending technical issues to the 

joint technical group (Ramakrishnan, 2004).  

Md. Akramul Haque, the chief executive officer of the Development Association 

for Self-reliance, Communication, and Health (DASCOH), stated that around 2004, there 

was a great depletion of groundwater in the Barind area in Bangladesh (Interview, Haque, 

2018). Created in 1985, the Barind Multipurpose Development Authority (BMDA), 

initiated a project to install tubewells in the Barind area. The increased water usage in the 

area may have contributed to the groundwater crisis. However, Haque stated that, since 

there is no Teesta treaty with India, there is a crisis in Dinajpur and Rangpur in 

Bangladesh (Interview, Haque, 2018).  

With the on-going groundwater crisis in Barind, the negotiations dragged on. 

After Bangladesh’s proposal on a possible allocation, India requested a ‘scientific study’ 

on the Teesta flows (Kabir, 2005). In addition, creating the two drafts on the terms of 

reference for an interim agreement proved to be a frustrating process since the Indian 

experts did not arrive for field-level investigations (Kabir, 2005). As a response, 

Bangladesh suggested a third-party mediation, to which India objected vehemently.  

The Bangladesh-India relationship in the early to mid-2000s era saw an escalation 

in tension in several areas, including hydro-politics. The Indian Border Security Forces’s 

(BSF) incursion in April 2001 and the retaliation by Bangladesh Rifles (BDR) added to 

the tension. Even though the Indian media did mention that it was the BSF that crossed 

into Bangladeshi territory, the Vajpayee government claimed that the soldiers were 
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abducted and tortured by the BDR, which stirred-up emotions in India (Varadarajan, 

2005). Hasina played off the incident as a “misadventure by the local commanders” 

while, India demanded a court-martial of the director of the BDR (Kabir, 2005). When 

Zia came to power, she sent the BDR director into a forced retirement so as to appease 

India (Kabir, 2005). India perceived the rise of Islamist militants, and the existence of 

Indian insurgent groups in Bangladesh as proof of the government’s hostile intentions 

against itself (Nayar, 2006). Thus, the India-Bangladesh relationship hit a low point 

during this time. Therefore, very little was achieved on the hydro-politics front.  

The Tipaimukh-Teesta Tangle: Hasina-Singh Era (2009-2014) 

The Indo-Bangladesh relations continued to worsen as both countries faced 

political changes in the mid-2000s period. Congress returned to power after Manmohan 

Singh took power as India’s first Sikh prime minister. Bangladesh went through 2 years 

of political uncertainties after Zia dissolved the parliament in October 2006 to hold 

elections, as stipulated by the Constitution. The Bangladeshi army influenced the 

caretaker government that came to power (Hagarty, 2008). The caretaker government’s 

sweeping anti-corruption policies aimed at changing the political landscape. This “minus 

two” scheme intended to sideline both Zia and Hasina and establish an alternative 

leadership (Hagarty, 2008). Sidelining the leaders of Bangladesh’s two main political 

parties would have achieved the caretaker government’s goal to alter the country’s 

political landscape. Both former PMs were arrested under the “minus two” scheme. 

During this turmoil, the Bangladesh-India relationship deteriorated as the banned (in 

Bangladesh) radical Islamist organization Harkat-ul-Jehad-e-Islam was implicated in two 
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bombings in India (Ganguly, 2008). In addition, India’s $1.2 billion fence project along 

the India-Bangladesh borders further strained the relationship.  

Significant developments in the hydro-political front occurred when Hasina took 

office in 2009. PM Singh and PM Hasina met during the 2009 Non-aligned Movement 

summit in Egypt. During this brief meeting, the former assured the latter that India would 

not take any steps that would hurt Bangladesh’s interests (Ahmed, 2009). Two main 

water security issues emerged during the late 2000s period: the Tipaimukh Dam and the 

Teesta River water sharing dispute. Bangladesh objected to the Tipaimukh Dam in 2003 

when the dam proposal was revived in India. However, it became clear that the project 

would deprive the local indigenous population of their lands (Arora & Kipgen, 2012). 

After protests in Manipur and Mizoram, India shelved the dam plan. However, around 

2008, the Indian government revived and finalized the project, which generated new 

criticisms in Manipur and Mizoram. In Bangladesh, the environmentalists and activists 

warned against the project due to the high seismic risk in the area (Tipaimukh issue 

needs, 2009) (see Figure 5.5 number 2 and letters A and B in Hasina-Singh row).  

Before PM Hasina’s January 2010 visit, Foreign Minister Dr. Dipu Moni visited 

India in September 2009. During the visit, India reassured Bangladesh it would not take 

any steps concerning the Tipaimukh Dam that would have adverse impacts (Joint Press 

Statement, 2009). During PM Hasina’s visit in January 2010, India reiterated assurances 

to Bangladesh about Tipaimukh Dam in a joint communique (India-Bangladesh Joint 

Statement, 2010). Despite such assurances, the Indian government later contracted 

companies to construct the Tipaimukh Dam without providing details of the contract to 
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Bangladesh (Habib, 2011) (see Figure 5.5 numbers 3 and 4 and letters C in Hasina-Singh 

row). The Bangladeshi government reached out to the Indian government for more 

information after receiving criticisms from the Bangladeshi media and the opposition 

parties that called the move “a massive diplomatic failure” (Habib, 2011).  

The dam project proved to be “diplomatic failure” for India. The unilateral move 

to proceed with Tipaimukh Dam construction without consulting Bangladesh violated 

both the 1996 Ganges Treaty and international conventions. Under Article IX of the 1996 

Treaty, both India and Bangladesh agreed to conclude water-sharing treaties/agreements 

on the common rivers based on the principles of equity, fairness, and “no harm” (Sharing 

of Ganges River at Farakka, 1996). Asif Nazrul, a prominent Bangladeshi scholar, and 

political commentator, argues that based on Article IX, the construction of the dam is 

illegal (Nazrul, 2009). Nazrul (2009) argues that the Tipaimukh project also violates the 

1997 Convention on the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses, 

which (like the 1996 Treaty) prescribes the principles of fairness, equity, and no harm. 

Before Moni’s visit to India in September 2009, Pinak R. Chakravarty, the Indian High 

Commissioner to Bangladesh, stated during a seminar that the some Bangladeshi “so-

called water experts,” and political parties’ objection against the dam are aimed “…to 

poison the people’s minds of friendly people against India” and score some political 

mileage (Bdnews24, 2009). He also said that there is no international convention that 

prohibits India from constructing the dam. Granted, the 1997 Convention came into force 

in 2014, after Chakravarty’s comments. However, Nazrul (2009) counters that since 103 
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countries had adopted the 1997 Convention at the time, it had become customary law. 

Therefore, India’s construction is illegal, according to him.  

There are several domestic political factors at play here for both India and 

Bangladesh. On the Indian side, it was the central government’s historical relationship 

with the northeastern states, in addition to the protests in Manipur in the 2000s that 

temporarily stopped the central government from advancing on the project, rather than 

objections from Bangladesh. Furthermore, domestic political and security considerations 

were also behind the unilateral decision to approve the dam’s contract. The Indian 

government has always viewed the northeastern states as an area that is ‘alien’ to the 

Indian civilization (Roluahpuia, 2018). Due to the persistent nationalist aspirations of the 

tribal population, development projects in the region get securitized, making development 

a security issue and turning the people and the state against each other (Roluapuia, 2018). 

In 1995, the government of Manipur was opposed to the project and passed a resolution 

opposing the project in 1998. Around the same time, a coalition of 29 NGOs called The 

Action Committee against Tipaimukh Project (ACTIP) formed to stop the construction of 

the dam. The construction of the dam was stalled multiple times by the Union Ministry of 

Environment and Forests (Down to Earth, 2015). The indigenous population argued that 

the dam would displace many and adversely affect the local environment. However, in 

2001, the Government of Manipur approved the project under President’s Rule without 

the people’s consent (Yumnam, 2013), and protests resumed. Since the protests were in 

India’s troublesome northeastern state of Manipur, the Manipur state government blamed 

the insurgency for the project’s delay (Down to Earth, 2015). It had good reason to do so 
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since, in April 2008, a local Hmar militant group attacked the project site and destroyed 

machinery (Arora & Kipgen, 2012). The dam site became heavily militarized by the 

Indian government afterward, which is consistent with the government’s usual heavy-

handed and militarized approach to the region (see Figure 5.5 numbers 1 and 2 and letters 

B and C in Hasina-Singh row). Thus, the project contract was granted without the prior 

consent of the affected communities (Yumnam, 2013), further distancing the government 

and the people. 

On the Bangladeshi side, first, the BNP had been vociferously against the dam for 

many years, and it utilized the dam issue to criticize the Awami League’s governance. 

The BNP had objected to the dam during its first term in 1991-1996 (Habib, 2009a). 

Therefore, the Indian government’s contract to build the dam sparked new criticisms 

from BNP. Hafizuddin Ahmed, the former Minister for Water Resources and BNP’s vice-

president at the time, criticized the Awami League for being the only party that did not 

protest against the dam (Habib, 2009a). His criticism implied that the absence of 

objections from the Awami League demonstrated the party’s loyalty to India. When a 

Bangladeshi parliamentary team (that included experts and lawmakers from the ruling 

and opposition parties) visited the Tipaimukh dam site around July 2009, BNP was 

excluded (Habib, 2009b). Following this, BNP planned mass protests and vowed to take 

the issue to international forums (Habib, 2009b).  

 Second, the Awami League administration did not fully grasp the implications of 

the Tipaimukh Dam. In addition, Foreign Minister Moni did not adequately negotiate 

Bangladesh’s demands during her visit. She believed India’s assurances would be enough 
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to protect Bangladesh’s interests (Bangladesh-India joint statement: The mighty get their 

way, 2009). Even when the construction contract was signed, the Bangladeshi 

government reached out to India after criticisms from the Bangladeshi media and the 

opposition. This demonstrates that Tipaimukh was not a priority for the Awami League 

government. Furthermore, the Bangladeshi parliamentary team approved the project after 

making an aerial visit to the dam site in June 2009 (Guwahati, 2009). Due to inclement 

weather, the team could not visit the site on land. During the height of the dispute in 

2009, a group of Indian environmentalists came to Bangladesh to join the protests against 

the dam. They urged the Bangladeshi government to discuss the crucial issues of the dam 

with the Indian authorities (Hindustan Times, 2009). 

The second water-security issue that emerged during the Hasina-Singh era was 

the Teesta water-sharing issue. The political negotiation over the Teesta water-sharing 

issue had seen little progress since the 1983 ad-hoc agreement. The JRC met in March 

2010 in Delhi, after five years (Parsai, 2010). During the meeting, both India and 

Bangladesh agreed to an expeditious conclusion to the Teesta water-sharing talks (Parsai, 

2010). The two parties also exchanged a draft agreement that stipulated that each party 

would get 40% of the river’s water, while the remaining 20% would be reserved as 

environmental flow (Asif, 2016).  

PM Singh visited Bangladesh in September 2011. There was high expectation 

surrounding this visit in Bangladesh, especially when it came to the Teesta water-sharing 

issue. PM Hasina staked her reputation on securing a deal on the Teesta River (BBC, 

2011). However, both countries failed to produce an agreement on the Teesta, as West 
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Bengal’s Chief Minister Mamata Banarjee opted out of the visit at the last minute (see 

Figure 5.5 numbers 5 and 6 and letter D in Hasina-Singh row). She argued that after 

reviewing the draft agreement, the proposed treaty between India and Bangladesh would 

not serve West Bengal’s interests (Boddu, 2011). There were speculations that the opt-out 

meant to pressurize New Delhi for an economic package (Ahmed, 2012). It was 

speculated in the Indian media that Banarjee was unhappy with New Delhi’s financial 

package to West Bengal (Bhabani & Chaudhury, 2011). Another motivation behind 

Banarjee’s decision may have been to court non-Bengali voters in West Bengal, who are 

not very keen on “pan-Bengali” connections (Ahmed, 2012). Whatever the motivations 

were, Banarjee’s decision not to accompany Singh demonstrated West Bengal’s crucial 

role in India-Bangladesh hydro-politics (see Figure 5.5 numbers 4 and 5 and letter D in 

Hasina-Singh row).  

Banerjee quickly emerged as an important political figure in India. She has been a 

vocal critic of the central government, no matter the party in power. In February 2012, 

there was damage in the sluice gates of the Farakka Barrage. As a result of the damage, 

Bangladesh got an excess flow of water. Instead of getting 35,000 cusecs, Bangladesh got 

82,000 cusecs that month (The Hindu, 2012a). While the central government did send a 

team of experts to investigate the damage, Banerjee demanded compensation for the loss 

of water that was due to West Bengal (The Hindu, 2012b). Meaning, water is an 

important issue for Banerjee since West Bengal’s interests depend on it. Her cooperation 

is necessary for an agreement on the Teesta River.  
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Hasina-Modi Era (2014-2019) 

The 2010 period in Indo-Bangladesh hydro-politics has been highly dynamic. 

India and Bangladesh were engaged in discussions over multiple transboundary rivers 

with mixed results. In January 2014, Hasina won a second term in office after a 

controversial election boycotted by BNP. In May 2014, BJP’s Narendra Modi, the former 

chief minister of Gujrat, became India’s prime minister. The political environment has 

been relatively stable in both countries in this decade as the premiers of both countries 

won consecutive elections.  

After his election, PM Modi visited Bangladesh in June 2015, accompanied by 

CM Banerjee. Bangladesh anticipated a Teesta water-sharing agreement during the visit. 

However, as the visit was just days away, India did not send any information about an 

agreement to Bangladesh. (Roy P, 2015a). A JRC official stated that since the technical 

obscurities on the Teesta have been clarified, a Teesta deal is possible if the two prime 

ministers will it (Roy P, 2015a). This anonymous JRC official stated that Bangladesh was 

ready for an agreement, while India needed to settle its internal differences (Roy P, 

2015a). However, West Bengal policy-makers mentioned a lack of communication on a 

Teesta agreement from Modi’s government (see Figure 5.5 numbers 1 and 2 and letter A 

in Hasina-Modi row). Interestingly, West Bengal was more concerned about 

Bangladesh’s rubber dam on the Atrai River (Roy P, 2015a). The Atrai River is another 

transboundary river that originates near the West Bengal town of Shiliguri. The river 

flows in and out of Bangladesh and West Bengal multiple times. In certain places, like 

Safarnagar, West Bengal is downstream from Bangladesh on the Atrai (See figure 5.3). 
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Therefore, Bangladesh’s rubber dam in the Dinajpur district can decrease water flow to 

West Bengal.  

Figure: 5.3 

 Map of the Atrai River 

 

 

Note. Source (Alamy, n.d).  


