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India and Bangladesh have just agrecd to discuss
onc of the thorniest problems facing their
governments—the diversion of the waters of the
Ganges to Caleutta. MARTIN WOOLLACOTT,
in Dacea. explains how thirst ean come to a

country criss-crossed with water

The drought
in the delta

THE BIG SOVIET heheopter
heats slowly throush the dry
arr over the shrunken Ganges
dy the Rangladesh  officials
abord  esettedly  pmnt out
the  empty  sillage  water
lanhs, the cattle  clustered
arunid the few st functhion-

mg water holes, the enor-
mous wingd-rippled sand hars
in the river, © This 1su't our
Bangliadesh  one ol them
shouty agaist the whirl of
the blades, * 1 looks ke Wost
Pakistan.”

Down ou the crowmd, a
District Comnussioner says:
“When T s to the stlfages,
oam surroumded by people
CrVIng Cpanmt, pantoCowater,
water ). What will the eattle
drmh ? they wshe Whal will
we drmk P Pani, pan s
AT hear these days™ When
asked what we rephed, he
Jerked  his  thumb 1o the
north. m the direction ol e
Indgan dam at Favakha whieh
sinee April, 1975, has been
diverting water drom the
Lrunues for the luny
chierished  Indian project of
fhushine out the Hovoly, Cal-
it rver, too restore s
navizalnhty dor Mg ships

The dssue of Farahha his
hlown np to major dneen-
sions 1 the Tust few months,
Together  with  contunang
horder clashes, it has led to
a hostifily between India and
Bangladesh that would have
heen unthinkable hefore the
death of Sheikh Mujih, Ta the
Bengalis, water and rivers
are part of the myth of the
nation and that has given the
dispute an almost religious
aspect.

Mueh  quofed in  Dacca
these days 1s a play by
Rubindranath  Tagore, most
famous of Benzali writers.
This 15 a symbolic piece in
which a wild country boy, a

*son of the river ' denounces
the buwlders of o dam a5 an
evil foree  strangling s
“mother”™ le destroys the
dam, crying as he does so.
“Mukta dhara™ (*let o
flaw free ™), whieh is alse the
title of the pliay, Needless to
say the caubious new rulers
of Bangladesh aie not think-
me of blowing Farakka —
“That would be msane, 1t
would be the end of Bangla-
desh,”™  wne  semor ollicer
satd — but they are intensely
anary and agurieved.

In retrospeet it s difbrcult
te see why Bangladesh ever
acteed  to Parnhka, Tt oas
essentially a seheme which
benefus  India and  which
cannol, at least v solation,
(In ansthing but harm 1o

Bangladesh,. The plan apes
haek to British dhns, when
the ey of switchmy water
from the Ganues into the
delilitated Tloogls was con-
cened

With the completin of
Uarakka at a cost of L£90 yl.
tans 1 1964, and 1ty connis-
sioning  last  wear,  India
arhieved s bhasae ambitions
for Ganzes control  Upriver
stordee reservolrs tahe oif
water m the wel season for
irrrgation e Pihae and Uiar
Pradesly, while Farakka pro-
vides the means of fhushing
the  wilted  Honoly  and
"saving " Caleutty port.

The most that Bangladesh
tan hope for is some secon-
dary flond control effeet 1in
the wet season, but even s
may be cancelled out by the
unprecedented huild-up of
shoals in the dry  scason.
During the dry season, Bang-
ladesh must inevitably pget
less water than she has heen
tsed to, and at sonie periads
less  than  her minimum
requirements, if Farakka is
to be run at all,

The  dispute  estensibly
ceatres around the *lean
period.” Indin defines thas as

the six weeks m whieh there
> not enough water for both
sides”  minmum  recguire-
ments, Bansladesh has -
tually the whole of the duy
sison frome November o
May. In realitv the problem
15 how Iarakka should he
fitted.

Ratgladesh wants the
Indiins o use the storage
reservoirs they have built or
are planmmg e Uttar Prae
desh and Bihar, not for arret-
gatiom pirposes bug tu hold
water for release wmto the
rner i the dry season They
also sugmest the bwldinge of
reservoirs 1w Nepal {or the
Me purpose,

One  can see why  Uas
would appeal ta Bangladesh,
particularly m the context of
ity demand  for  month hy-
munth allocations, At no cost
to itself  Daneladesh would
e permanent reduction ol
witer flondie as well as 2
normal low of water e the
dry season. The peasamts of
Brhar and  Uttar Pradesh,
desperately moneed of wr -
i water 2l eetfam hmes
of the year, mizht see gt dif-
ferenthy,

The scheme  that Tndu
natavally prefers s o hutld
O eanal aeriss Danaladesh
from the Brahmapntra Hner
to Farakka  As the Beth-
mapiirg  rises two months
carler than the fGanaes s
waters  conld  auzment  the
sunply at Farahha durine the
eritreal summer perid Ind
wauld  thus  get arrigation
water for Rihar and Uttar
Pradesh and waler for the
Hoogly  without  harmimny
anlddvsh and at the sume
time the completion of a
large sezment of the great
National Water Gid that has

fonzg been an Indian dmbi-
tion - The  Banuladesh  res-
ponse v that such a canal

would cause  disruptton of
agrweulture, would take years
to  complete, and  would
create aositwatien o owbieh
not st one bhut both of
Runzhidesh's  muagor  tivers
were contrelled by Indig
AMothes moment it cannnt
be dented that Bangladesh 1s
beme  dumazed  mo oobvious
way~ i that the fong tern
effects of the Farakika with-
drawals could ultunately be
disastrous  Olierals  belinve
titat perhags a twellth ol the
camine “hore ™ opwee erop will
be fost They claim that the
fish  population  has  tallen,
parhieularly  the  delectuble
ik, o salmon-ihe  fish
much relshed mobath parts
ot Bengal, Increased salmty
s 80i waler maotes up the
ey system las forced the
vlusare ol a power slation
and some factories and could
m time hnve g overs bad
cefleet on crops and tunber,

Fyen the Indins don’t dis-
pute some of the efiects,
Samar Sen, the Indum Hich
Enmmisaener i Dieed, says
"1 ohive o deubt there his
heen some damaze  But this
trouide will not be solved by
shmekine and sheutine.”
Among mternational and
oltivtals wptititdes vary from
seeplielsin about the extent
ol rmmedate dimagse to regl
amvety, I what they say
n-mnl ity s true, what
the hell are e all damng » ™
sl ooone, tIUs a0 pretly
mprtant  faetor when  the
wortld v puttiny ~o much
money isto this place

There v an inedanation m
both Incha and Banzhidesh to
assume  that  the  Farahka
questton  1s  primarils pol-
teal, = What they're trving to
say o us s We contrnl your
witer, take heed. ™ sud one

svniul Bangladesln  official

“What they (the Bangladesh
Government) are trying to do
I lo consolidate  their
domesne political position hy
runmng an anbi-Indian cam-
pagn,’” satd an Indian offtetal
But the truth seems fo he
that 1t s prunanty hydravhe,

a  cenuine  dispute  over
resonrees

Some  Ranoladeshis  have
become  so ancensed  that

there 1s talk of what might
be  termed  *hvdraule
revenge.” A barrage could he
butlt across the Ganzes in
Bangladesh m such a way ds
to create fionding o fage
parts of Indi, one  offictal
cyplained. " Caleuttg would
disappear under the waves.”
he added erimly.

I appears now that the
Idnuns . have  aeeepted
virtotts: Bangladesh demands
whiel, rrtatingly for New
Delhie were at one Ume
changing week by week A
technical  delecation  from
India arrvved i Baneludoesh
lmln toy studdy the effeels of

Farakka. and a similar Bang-
ladesh delegation will go to
Wed lh‘ll_'.ll soon 1f all goes
vell these teehnieal
eschanges will he followed by
higher Tevel ilks

Magor Gueneral Ziaur
Rubitnan, the youny sobdier
Who  nuw  effectively runs

Bangladesh, sard m an mter-
sew st week . U1 o very
hopetul that the problem van
be solved gt we colleetivels
> odown and work on ot
Onee we see wood imtentions,
then overvihing can he sel-
tled.” But it i~ also obvious
that, talke or no talhs, Lar-
ahKka 18 an nsaluble prablem
i olatton 1t can only be
salved o the context of a
laraer jamd waler selieme —
with all the politieal and tech-
nical difficulties that such a
scheme will bring o its tram




