POLITICAL ECONOMY ANALYSIS OF
THE TEESTA RIVER BASIN

@

The Asia Foundation

March 2013



Prepared by

The Asia Foundation

465 California Street, 9th Floor
San Francisco, CA 94104 USA
Tel: (415) 982-4640

Fax: (415) 392-8863

Email: info@asiafound.org
Website: www.asiafoundation.org

For

Skoll Global Threats Fund

1808 Wedemeyer Street, Suite 300

San Francisco, CA 94129 USA

Website: http://www.skollglobalthreats.org/



Acknowledgements

This report was a collaborative effort between The Asia Foundation and its partners, the Lawyers
Initiative for Forest and Environment (LIFE) and the Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers
Association (BELA). The Asia Foundation is grateful to the Skoll Global Threats Fund for their
support.

The principle authors of this report were: Dr. Sagar Prasai (The Asia Foundation, Nepal) and
Mandakini D. Surie (The Asia Foundation, India). Nick Langton (The Asia Foundation, India),
Srabani Roy, and Daniel Stokes (The Asia Foundation, San Francisco) provided valuable
guidance and support throughout the study and in compiling the final report.

In India, field work and research were conducted by Ritwick Datta, Dr. Partha J. Das, Rahul
Choudhary, and Lekha Sridhar.

In Bangladesh, field work and research were conducted by Syeda Rizwana Hasan, Dr. A.K
Enamul Haque, Tanmay Sanyal, and Rezwana Islam.

The Asia Foundation would like to thank partners LIFE and BELA for leading the in-country
field research and providing valuable on-the-ground insights and perspectives on water
governance issues in the Teesta River Basin.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECULIVE SUMMIAIY ....eiiiieieee ettt ettt e s e st e e e e st e s re e teaneesneesreeneenneenes 1
[T goTo [3Tox 1 o] 4 ISR 4
Political Economy of Water Governance in SOUth ASIa..........cccevveieiieiiiiie e 5
VLT aToTo (o] [T V2SS 7
Baseline Description of the Teesta RIVEr BaSiN .........ccccoiiiiiiiiie i 8
(C1=To o =T o] 1) USSP TP TP PR 8
Hydro-meteorology and Climate Change............ccoeiiiiiiiiiiee s 9
Existing and Proposed Hydrological Structures in the Basin..........c.ccoovvviviiienicncnns 10
Basin Governance and the State of Bilateral Negotiations.............ccococieevvnniceennnceeene 12
Stakeholder Mapping of the Teesta BaSin .........ccccccveiieiiiieiecie s 15
Mapping Stakeholder Interests in Upper Riparian Areas of the Basin...........cccococcvevveinennne 15
Mapping Stakeholder Interests in Lower Riparian Areas of the Basin..............cccccccevevvennene 19
Political Economy of Stakeholder Interests in the Teesta Basin ...........cccccccveveivieivevesieseenne 29
RECOMMENUALIONS ...t b bbbttt st st beebeare e 37

RETEIEINCES ...t e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e reae e e e e e 40



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Water governance throughout South Asia has long been dominated by technical perspectives from
civil engineering, economics, and international law. Across the region, state actors, scientists, and
technocrats have monopolized policy formulation and implementation providing limited space for
the expression of legitimate civil society voices and stakeholder interests. In this largely state
driven discourse, broader social and ecological perspectives have been underrepresented. Despite
the existence of numerous bilateral treaties and agreements, the lack of regional cooperation and
the absence of local and sub-national perspectives continue to prevent sustainable development
and management of transboundary water resources for livelihood improvement, food security,
poverty reduction, and effective adaptation to climate change. Consideration of broader
stakeholder perspectives is vital to effective transboundary water governance in South Asia, and
particularly to addressing its social and ecological dimensions. Bringing the discourse on water
use, sharing, and management closer to affected communities and stakeholders can also help to
reduce environmental degradation and thereby the potential for conflict.

In May 2012, with support from the Skoll Global Threats Fund, The Asia Foundation (TAF) in
partnership with civil society organizations in India and Bangladesh began a political economy
analysis of the Teesta River Basin. The Teesta River originates in the northeast Indian state of
Sikkim and flows through the state of West Bengal before entering Bangladesh. The river has
long been a bone of contention between co-riparians India and Bangladesh. Both countries have
extensive plans to utilize the river for hydro-power generation and irrigation, and consequently
the availability of water, particularly in the dry or lean season, has been at the crux of the
longstanding dispute between the two neighbors. To try and unpack the interests around water
governance in the Teesta Basin, the analysis sought to identify and map key actors and
stakeholders in the basin, their incentives, relative stakes, and their ability to influence water
governance decisions in the basin. Based on field work on either side of the India-Bangladesh
border, the analysis sought to identify the drivers of change for reforming state-centered
approaches to water governance in the Teesta Basin, and provide recommendations to inform
future actions of the governments of India and Bangladesh, civil society actors in both countries,
and donors.

The analysis highlights five distinct political economy features of water negotiations and
governance in the Teesta River Basin:

e Seeing like a state: Bilateral negotiations between India and Bangladesh have to date
been dominated by state actors that have exercised dominant control over policy and
governance issues concerning the river and its management.

e Legitimate stakeholders and actors excluded from the table: Legitimate stakeholders
and powerful actors and their concerns have largely been neglected and have found little
voice in formal negotiation processes.

e Legitimate interests excluded from the table: Bilateral negotiations are reductionist in
nature, centered on arriving at a technical formula to determine the quantum of water that



both countries can claim. This narrow approach has excluded a range of economic, social,
and cultural interests from bilateral discussions and prevented the development of a basin-
wide integrated approach to planning, management, and conservation of the Teesta River
Basin.

o Weak articulation of stakeholder interests: The space for the articulation of legitimate
stakeholder interests by communities in the Teesta Basin is weak, with limited
opportunities for local perspectives and knowledge to trickle up to influence the formal
negotiation process.

e State control of data and information: The state in both countries exercises dominant
control over data and information related to the river and its management. Local
communities have limited and extremely localized knowledge of factors affecting the river
regime. Such a compartmentalized understanding of the basin’s ecology has made it
difficult for communities to articulate a common platform of action or develop a counter
narrative to the state’s dominant discourse.

Each of these factors present a window of opportunity for reform and further action on the part of
the governments of India and Bangladesh, civil society actors in both countries, and donors.

Recommendations

Governments of India and Bangladesh
e Enhance public access to information and data on transboundary water issues
e Treat the entire river basin as a unit of analysis
e Expand track-two processes to seek a new entry-point for negotiations
e Bring other tradable benefits besides water to the negotiating table

CSOs in India and Bangladesh

e Adopt intermediary roles by building trust with governments, on one hand, and
relationships and networks with key actors, opinion makers, grassroots organizations, and
other CSOs, on the other

e Develop strong grassroots linkages to help channel these concerns into the national
discourse

e Unbundle the state by engaging with a range of state actors including the courts,
parliaments, commissions, and political parties

e Mobilize grassroots coalitions around common interests

Donors
e Promote open access to data and information on transboundary water issues in South Asia
e Invest in building and supporting transboundary CSO coalitions
e Prepare for longer-term engagement on the issue: As illustrated in this report, a basic
roadmap towards achieving more holistic transboundary water management in South Asia
consists of the following steps:



1. Ease statist control over policy processes and negotiations

Build capacity and networks of non-state actors to provide support to the
negotiation process

Define the agenda in more holistic terms

Expand tradable benefits at the negotiating table

Support negotiations through dialogue processes

Ensure broad ownership of agreements

Support rapid implementation of agreements

no

Noohkow

To materialize, these processes require proactive support from multi-lateral, bilateral, and private
donors over an extended period of time.



I NTRODUCTION

Water governance policies in South Asia tend to be state-centric, technocratic, exclusionary,
nationalistic, and very often do not adequately recognize human, ecological, and social costs and
their implications. Governments in South Asia have traditionally endowed themselves with the
exclusive right to articulate public interests on water resources and have continued to show a deep
resistance to parting with that tradition. In recent years, the situation has been exacerbated by
collusion among politicians and domestic and foreign investors involved in water-related
infrastructure projects. Water is a contested resource that draws multiple and unmediated
economic, ecological, and political claims on its usage, distribution, conservation, and
management. As a result, the use of water resources within and among South Asian countries has
always been contentious and often politically resisted by excluded stakeholders.

Until governments in South Asia begin to fully recognize the diversity of interests around water,
cooperation between countries and communities on gainful, sustainable, and equitable use of
water resources cannot materialize in earnest. With water issues now part of larger ecological
concerns in the context of climate change, there is an opening for greater cooperation on
transboundary water governance. In that respect, the demand for more inclusive and democratic
deliberation on water governance is not only a moral appeal, but an ecological and economic
necessity.

In order to reform state-centric policy practices and to include civil society actors, voices, and
interests in policy deliberations, targeted reform strategies that gradually chip away at entrenched
exclusionary tendencies in state institutions are required. Such strategies have to be mindful of the
potential resistance to reform within state institutions and the private sector, and be able to
effectively mobilize political, legal, and knowledge tools for change. To get to that end, it is
necessary to identify the stakeholders that are directly and indirectly involved or affected by water
policy and governance, understand their interests and concerns, and determine their relative
political positions in the policy hierarchy. More importantly, stakeholders need to be supported in
creating spaces for dialogue to moderate and negotiate their claims and to cultivate functional
relationships with each other. This report intends to pursue the broader goal of improved
transboundary water governance in South Asia through an improved understanding of the
political dynamics, stakeholder interests, and depth of resistance in reforming water governance
regimes.

To begin to unpack the politics around transboundary water governance in South Asia, in May
2012, The Asia Foundation (TAF) in partnership with civil society organizations in India and
Bangladesh began a political economy analysis in one of South Asia’s most contentious sub-
basins, the Teesta River Basin. Funded by the Skoll Global Threats Fund, the analysis sought to:
1) gain a grounded understanding of the social, political, economic, and institutional factors that
influence transboundary water governance in the Teesta River Basin; ii) identify and map key
actors and stakeholders, their incentives, relative stakes, and their ability to influence water
governance decisions; iii) illustrate the power dynamics in the basin and identify the potential
drivers of change necessary to bring about reforms; and iv) identify recommendations to help
inform further actions by governments, civil society actors, and donors. This report captures the
salient findings of that analysis.



Political Economy of Water Governance in South Asia

South Asia is one of the most densely populated regions of the world and also one of the most
water scarce. With access to only 8.3 percent of the world’s water resources, the region supports
more than 21 percent of the world’s population.® Despite registering impressive growth over the
past decade, countries in the region continue to struggle with high rates of poverty and low levels
of human development. By 2005 estimates, close to 595 million people in South Asia lived on
less than $1.25 a day.? In recent decades, population expansion, urbanization, and changes in
production and consumption patterns in the region have increased the demand for water, food,
and energy. Simultaneously, variations in rainfall patterns and weather systems due to climate
change have made the region highly susceptible to floods, droughts, and natural disasters.

The Himalayas, known as the “water tower” of Asia or “third pole”, supply the three major
transboundary river systems of the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra that collectively support an
estimated 700 million people. In addition, the annual southwest monsoons supply 70-90 percent
of annual rainfall in the region.® The majority of countries in South Asia rely on transboundary
water flows to meet their domestic water needs.* Bangladesh, for example, draws an estimated
91.3 percent of its water from transboundary river systems such as the Brahmaputra and Ganges.
Similarly, Pakistan relies on the Indus river system to meet its agricultural and industrial needs
and has a high water dependency ratio of 75.6 percent.’

Meanwhile, water availability per capita in South Asia has declined by a staggering 70 percent
since 1950.% In addition, climate change studies on South Asia increasingly suggest that the
effects of glacial melt and erratic monsoon patterns will significantly reduce the availability of
water in river basins in the region. As the demand for water for agriculture, industries, and hydro-
power generation in these countries grows, water is increasingly a driver of tension and potential
conflict in the region.

Relations among countries in South Asia, in particular India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan, have
historically been difficult, marred by deep-seated distrust, political tensions, and histories of
armed conflict. Although numerous bilateral treaties and agreements’ regulate regional water
sharing and related infrastructure projects (e.g., hydropower, large dams), water is an “emotive
and politically charged® issue in the sub-continent. Countries in the region have regularly
accused each other of controlling and damming transboundary rivers without regard for
international principles of water sharing or downstream impacts. India and Pakistan have had a
long running and much publicized dispute on the Indus river waters.” While the Indus Water

! Aquastat online database, 2010 as quoted in Chellaney 2011: 277

Z See http://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/the-poor-half-billion-what-is-holding-back-lagging-regions-in-
south-asia

% Jaitley 2009: 20

* With the exception of Sri Lanka and the Maldives, countries in South Asia including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India,
Nepal and Pakistan, significantly rely on transboundary rivers to meet their national water needs.

> Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Aquastat online database, 2011 as cited in Chellaney 2011: 244-245
® Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Aquastat online database, as cited in Jaitley 2009: 17

" For example, the Indus River Treaty between India and Pakistan (1960), the treaties between India and Nepal on the
Kosi (1954), Gandaki (1959), Mahakali (1996), and the Ganges Water Sharing Treaty (1996) between India and
Bangladesh.

& Chellaney 2011: 278

® The Indus River Basin has the largest contiguous irrigation system in the world.
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Treaty of 1960% is internationally regarded as a landmark treaty on water governance in the
region, the river continues to be a source of tension between the two nuclear powers.'! In
particular, India’s construction of dams and other projects on the tributaries of the Indus within its
territory has been a sore point with Pakistan. In 2010, Pakistan filed a case in the International
Court of Arbitration (ICA), The Hague, alleging that India’s Kishanganga hydropower project on
the Kishanganga/Neelum River in Kashmir of violating the Indus Water Treaty.'? Pakistan has
also raised concerns over the Baglihar dam and Tulbul Navigation Project/Wular Barrage. These
on-going disputes have served to increase tensions between the two countries.

It has similarly been argued that “raspy hydro-politics™*® between Bangladesh and India regarding
the sharing of transboundary rivers such as the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Teesta, has soured
relations between the two countries. Water disputes between Nepal and India relate largely to the
upstream storage and control of flood waters from rivers originating in the Nepal Himalayas. In
this complex geo-political scenario, efforts at transboundary cooperation have largely been
stymied, even as the growing scarcity of water in the region and effects of climate change
necessitate shared approaches to the management and utilization of transboundary water
resources.

According to the United Nations, transboundary water governance in the 21% century is
confronted by two key challenges: 1) the ability to move away from “inward-looking national
strategies and unilateral action to shared strategies for multi-lateral cooperation” and, 2) “to put
human development at the center of transboundary cooperation and governance.”** This holds
true for South Asia where conventional approaches to water governance™ have prioritized the role
of the state and its agencies in decision making and management of water resources. Such
approaches have been characterized by the dominance of technical experts and hydrocrats, low
levels of transparency and accountability, and limited opportunities for civil society engagement
or participation.’® Factors such as basin-wide ecosystem services, social inclusion, and
institutional and human behavior have largely remained peripheral in this state-driven discourse.

The lack of regional cooperation in South Asia and the absence of local and sub-national
perspectives continue to prevent sustainable development and management of transboundary

1% Under the Indus Water Treaty (1960), negotiated by the World Bank, India was granted exclusive usage rights over
the three eastern rivers of the Indus i.e. Ravi, Beas, Sutlej and their tributaries; while Pakistan was granted exclusive
rights to the waters of the three western rivers i.e. Indus, Jhelum, Chenab and their tributaries. Under certain
circumstances the two countries may use water from each others’ rivers. Under the agreement, India has access to
less than one fifth of the total waters of the Indus River System.

' See Condon, E & P. Hillman et al. 2009

'2 The Indian Express. 2010. “Pak Sues India over Dam”. May 20. http://www.indianexpress.com/news/pak-sues-
india-over-dam/621380/. In 2011, the ICA issued a stay order preventing India from constructing permanent
structures on the Kishanganga/Neelam River that would obstruct downstream flows. In July 2012, the ICA conducted
a two week hearing on the case. In February 2013, the ICA upheld India’s right to continue with construction of the
Kishanganga hydroelectric project and divert river water from the project. See: The Indian Express. 2013. “India
Wins Kishanganga Case at the Hague Court”. February 19. http://www.indianexpress.com/news/india-wins-
kishanganga-case-at-the-hague-court/1076239/0

13 Chellaney 2011: 278

' UNDP 2006: 204

> UNDP defines “water governance” as the range of political, social, economic, and administrative systems that are
in place to regulate the development and management of water resources and provision of water services at different
levels of society. See: http://www.watergovernance.org/aboutwatergovernance.

16 Vivekananda and Nair 2009: 8-9.
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water resources for livelihood improvement, food security, poverty reduction, and effective
adaptation to climate change. A more nuanced understanding of the political economy of
transboundary water governance in South Asia, including the “winners” and “losers” in any
transboundary agreement, is critical to identifying opportunities for greater regional cooperation
in the region.

Methodology

This study was conducted by TAF in partnership with the Lawyers Initiative for Forest and
Environment (LIFE), India and the Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association (BELA),
Bangladesh.’” To map stakeholders and their interests within the Teesta basin, the study utilized a
combination of primary and secondary research methodologies. These included information
gathered through: i) a literature review and analysis of secondary data and sources; ii) data
collected through primary field research; iii) stakeholder interviews/consultations; iv) country-
specific case studies; and v) expert interviews.

To begin with, background papers commissioned from local experts provided insights into key
issues in the Teesta basin from upper and lower riparian perspectives.’® Specifically, the papers
illustrated the geography and demography of the basin; highlighted hydrological and ecological
concerns; inventoried national and local-level policies affecting basin development; and identified
existing and proposed projects on the river.

LIFE and BELA conducted stakeholder mapping in India and Bangladesh, respectively. LIFE
conducted field research in three locations in India: Singtham (Sikkim), Siliguri (North Bengal),
and Gazaldoba (West Bengal). BELA conducted field research in four districts in Rangpur
Division in northern Bangladesh: Nilphamari, Lalmonirhat, Rangpur, and Gaibandha. In each
location, LIFE and BELA worked with local civil society partners to administer a stakeholder
mapping questionnaire developed by TAF and conducted stakeholder interviews and focus group
discussions (FGDs). Data and findings from the stakeholder mapping exercise were subsequently
utilized to develop a GIS-based stakeholder map. The interactive map (available at
http://www.waterbeyondborders.net/waterasia/) hosts information regarding the geography,
hydro-meteorology, existing usage, and proposed usage in the sub-basin. In addition, it identifies
the location, interests, and relative political positions of stakeholders on policy issues.

Drawing on the field research, country-specific case studies developed by partners illustrated key
issues, stakeholders, and interests involved in debates on the governance and management of the
Teesta River. Finally, expert interviews were conducted with bureaucrats, civil society experts,
and academics in Delhi, Kolkata, and Dhaka to illustrate the interests of stakeholder groups
beyond the immediate confines of the basin. The findings and recommendations of the study were
discussed at a partners’ review meeting held in Dhaka, Bangladesh on October 12, 2012.

Y LIFE is a public interest environmental law firm based in New Delhi that utilizes the existing legal framework and
institutions to protect areas of vital ecological importance in India. BELA is a non-profit and non-governmental
organization of lawyers that supports sound environmental law and order in Bangladesh.

'8 The background papers were prepared by Dr. Partha J. Das, Program Head, Water Climate and Hazard Program,
Aaranyak and Dr. A.K Enamul Haque, Professor of Economics, United International University, Bangladesh.
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Baseline Description of the Teesta River Basin
Geography

The Teesta River originates as Chhombo Chhu from a glacial lake, Khangchung Chho, in the
northeast Indian state of Sikkim, at an elevation of 5,280 meters. The glacial lake is located at the
tip of the Teesta Khangse glacier which descends from Pauhunri peak. The Chhombo Chhu, the
headstream of the Teesta, flows eastwards joining the Zemu Chhu to become the Lachen Chhu.
At Chungthang, the Lachen Chhu is joined by the Lachung Chhu to become the Teesta.

The Teesta drains nearly 95 percent of the mountainous state of Sikkim."® Throughout its course
in Sikkim, the river is turbulent, flowing with high velocity through narrow and deep valleys.?
Within a distance of 100 kilometers, the elevation of the Teesta basin varies from 8,598 meters to
213 meters.?! It has been argued that the rapid descent of the river from high elevations make it
ideally suited for hydropower development.?? Notably, the Sikkim stretches of the Teesta are
prone to earthquakes, landslides, and frequent floods. As it travels towards the plains, the Teesta
is joined by a number of tributaries, including the Lachung Chhu, Dikchu, Chakung Chhu, Rani
Khola, Rangpo (left bank) and Zemu, Rangyong, Rongli, and Rangit (right bank).?

In the sub-Himalayan plains, the Teesta is joined by tributaries such as the Leesh, Geesh, Chel,
Neora, and the Karala. From Melli Bazar in downstream Sikkim, the river leaves the hills and
enters the plains of West Bengal at Sevoke near Siliguri. In West Bengal, the Teesta covers 3,225
square kilometers through the districts of Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri before entering Bangladesh in
Dimla upazila of Nilphamari district.

The Teesta is the fourth largest transboundary river in Bangladesh.?* The river flows through five
northern districts of Bangladesh, i.e. Gaibandha, Kurigram, Lalmonirhat, Nilphamari, and
Rangpur (Rangpur Division), comprising an area of 9,667 square kilometers, 35 upazilas/thanas,
and 5,427 villages with an estimated population in 2011 of 9.15 million.*® According to one
estimate, 21 million people in Bangladesh are directly or indirectly dependent on the river for
their livelihoods. In total, the Teesta flood plain covers nearly 14 percent of the total cropped area
of Bangladesh and provides livelihood opportunities directly to approximately 7.3 percent of the
population, or 9.15 million people, in five districts of Rangpur Division.

After traveling a length of approximately 414 kilometers through India and Bangladesh, the
Teesta merges with the Brahmaputra (Jamuna) at an elevation of 23 meters at Teestamukh Ghat
(Kamarjani-Bahadurabad) in Rangpur District in Bangladesh. Of its total length, the river

19 The Teesta is classified as a high altitude basin in the state of Sikkim with nearly one-fourth of the basin area at an
elevation of 4,000 to 5,000 metres and more than 59 percent of the catchment area above 3,000 metres. As cited in
CISMHE 2006: 9

% CISHME and Water and Power Consultancy Services Limited 2006: 23

! CISMHE 2006: 8

22 CISHME and Water and Power Consultancy Services Limited 2006: 42

Z ibid.: 12-13

 The three largest transhoundary rivers are the Ganges, Brahmaputra and the Meghna.

% Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 2011

% Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 2012



traverses 151 kilometers in Sikkim, 142 kilometers along the Sikkim-West Bengal boundary and
through West Bengal, and 121 kilometers in Bangladesh.*’

The transboundary basin of the Teesta River covers 12,159 square kilometers of which 10,155
square kilometers is in India and 2,004 square kilometers is in Bangladesh. Approximately 8,051
square kilometers of the river basin runs through hilly parts of Sikkim (6,930 square kilometers)
and West Bengal (1,121 square kilometers). Approximately 4,108 square kilometers of the basin
lies in the plains of West Bengal (2,104 square kilometers) and Bangladesh (2,004 square
kilometers).?®

Historically, the Teesta was part of the Ganges river system, flowing south from Jalpaiguri in
West Bengal in three separate channels, i.e., the Karatoya, Purnabhaba, and Atrai. It is speculated
that the three channels led to the name “Trisrota” (possessed of three streams) and subsequently
the “Teesta”. Following a flood in 1787, the Teesta changed its course southeast to join the
Brahmaputra.

Hydro-meteorology and Climate Change

The Teesta is a perennial rain and snow-fed river. A number of glaciers and glacial lakes in the
upper reaches of the basin in Sikkim supply the headwaters of the Teesta. The largest glacier in
the basin is the Zemu glacier, covering an area of 107.3 square kilometers, and the largest glacial
lake is the Khangchung Chho, with coverage of approximately 1.6 square kilometers. It is
estimated that there are over 300 glacial lakes dotting the Teesta Basin in the Sikkim Himalayas.”®
In addition to glacial melt water, the Teesta is also drained by a number of tributaries as it
journeys towards the plains. The tributaries of the Teesta are considered “flashy mountain” rivers
that travel at high velocities with large quantities of debris and sediment.*

The upper catchment of the Teesta Basin in Sikkim is prone to sudden variations in rainfall and
temperature due to the high altitude and mountainous topography. The average annual rainfall
received in Sikkim is 2,534 millimeters with the maximum rainfall received during the month of
July and the minimum in December.®! Climatic conditions in the basin range from extremely cold
and alpine conditions in the north to humid and sub-tropical conditions in the south, west, and
east. The Sikkim region has been declared a global biodiversity hotspot with a rich variety of
endemic flora and fauna. An estimated 4,000 varieties of flowering plants and a number of
endangered species such as the Red Panda, Himalayan Marmot, and Marbled Cat are found in the
region. Notably, the Sikkim region is geologically fragile and prone to frequent high intensity
earthquakes and landslides.

In recent years, Sikkim has experienced a number of sudden and devastating glacial lake outburst
floods (GLOFs). Several small and medium sized potentially dangerous glacial lakes have been
identified in the upper catchment of the Sikkim region.® These lakes are evidence of increasing
glacial retreat and melting in upper reaches of the basin due to climate change. It is predicted that

" CISHME and Water and Power Consultancy Services 2006: 14

% ibid: 15

* CISMHE 2006:.39

% ibid: 6

1 CISHME Water and Power Consultancy Services Limited 2006: 33
% CISMHE 2006: 37-40



the Himalayan river catchments will experience more extreme weather events (e.g., heavy rainfall
and cloud bursts) increasing the rate of soil erosion, landslides, and flash floods.*® The general
pattern of hydrological impact of climate change in the Brahmaputra river basin can be extended
to the Teesta to foresee a future where accelerated melting of glaciers feeding the rivers will lead
to more frequent and intense flooding initially, but subsequently the average flow of water will
start glecreasing with the further retreat of glaciers causing a drastic reduction in the Teesta’s
flow.

Existing and Proposed Hydrological Structures in the Basin

In India, the most significant development activity on the Teesta is the construction of a series of
cascade dams for hydropower generation in the state of Sikkim. Approximately 30 major
hydropower projects have been planned on the river with a planned capacity of over 5,000
megawatts of electricity. The rapid construction of mega power projects in Sikkim and large parts
of India’s northeast comes in the wake of the liberalization of India’s power sector in 2003 and a
significant drive by the Indian government to meet the country’s energy needs through hydro-
power generation.™ Some of the major hydropower projects in Sikkim include Teesta Stage-I
(330 megawatts), Teesta Stage-111 (1200 megawatts), Teesta Stage-1V (520 megawatts), Teesta
Stage-V (510 megawatts), Teesta Stage-VI (500 megawatts), and Panan HEP (300 megawatts). A
map of the proposed projects appears in Figure 1 below.

These projects are “run of the river” hydroelectric projects, which involve the construction of
large dams to divert river water through tunnels and a powerhouse before the river water is
deposited downstream. The large scale construction of dams in the region has been controversial
with local communities, civil society groups, academics, and environmentalists raising concerns
about the ecological, environmental, and socio-cultural impact of run of the river projects in the
region. Groups and communities in the state of West Bengal have also raised concerns about the
downstream impacts of these projects on agriculture, navigation, fishing, and other livelihoods.

In West Bengal, the Teesta Barrage Project (TBP) is one of the largest irrigation projects in
eastern India with a planned target to irrigate 922,000 hectares in six districts of north Bengal and
develop 67.50 megawatts of hydropower on completion.*® The three-phase project seeks to utilize
Teesta River waters for ‘“irrigation, hydropower generation, navigation, and flood control”
through a network of barrages and canals on the river.*” While the project was initiated in 1976, to
date only certain stages of the project have been completed, including construction of the Teesta
Barrage at Galzaldoba in Jalpaiguri District of West Bengal and barrages on the Mahananda and

¥ 1pPCC 2007

* Immerzeel, W.W et al. 2010:1382-1385.

% The Government of India has referred to India’s northeastern region as the “future powerhouse” of the country. 168
potential large dams have been identified in the Brahmaputra river basin region with the capacity to generate 63,328
megawatts. In addition the Government of India’s ambitious “Hydro Power Initiative also focuses on the northeast.
The northeastern region comprises eight states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram,
Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura. See: http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-
files/damsandcdm_ne_india_april __2012.pdf

% Irrigation and Waterways Department, Government of West Bengal,
http://wbiwd.gov.in/irrigation_sector/major/teesta.htm

*" Irrigation and Waterways Department, Government of West Bengal.
http://wbiwd.gov.in/irrigation_sector/major/teesta.htm

10


http://wbiwd.gov.in/irrigation_sector/major/teesta.htm
http://wbiwd.gov.in/irrigation_sector/major/teesta.htm

Dauk rivers.®® In addition to the ambitious TBP, NHPC Limited is in the process of developing
two “low dams” in Darjeeling District of West Bengal, i.e. Teesta Low Dam Il (132 megawatts)
and Teesta Low Dam IV (160 megawatts). *

Figure 1: Proposed Projects in the Teesta River Basin®
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The Government of India’s controversial Inter-Linking of Rivers Program (ILR) also involves
utilization of the Teesta River. Under the plan, water from India’s Himalayan and peninsular
rivers would be diverted through a series of inter-basin canals (30 in total) and dams to water
scarce and drought prone areas of Southern India. The project is estimated to eventually irrigate

% In 2009, the TBP was declared a national project with the Government of India agreeing to fund the project with
the Government of West Bengal at a cost share of 90:10 , on the condition that it is completed by 2015. However, the
project continues to be delayed due to an on-going dispute within West Bengal over the acquisition of land for the
project. See: Tehelka. 2011. “Barrage Locked in Land Dilemma”. September 9.
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1110909/jsp/siliguri/story 14483682.jsp

% NHPC Limited, http://www.nhpcindia.com/index.htm

%0 South Asia Network on Rivers, Dams and People (http://www.sandrp.in/basin_maps/Teesta%20150411.jpg)
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30 million hectares and generate 20,000-25,000 megawatts of power.** The project has been
criticized by groups in both India and Bangladesh. Officials in Bangladesh fear that it will
increase flooding in the country and reduce the availability of water in the dry season. They have
also argued that the project violates the 1996 Helsinki Rules on Water Resources and subsequent
2004 Berlin Rules on Water Resources on equitable sharing of river waters between co-
riparians.*? Notably, in February 2012 the Supreme Court of India ordered the setting up of a
special committee to expedite implementation of the project.*

In Bangladesh, the Teesta is critical to meeting the agriculture and irrigation needs of northern
parts of the country that are water scarce and drought prone. Initiated in the 1970s, the Teesta
Barrage Irrigation Project (TBIP) aims to increase agricultural production, food security, and
employment opportunities in the country’s northern districts. The two phase project covers 12
upazilas/thanas and has a total planned command area of 750,000 hectares and irrigable area of
540,000 hectares. Phase 1 of the project with a command area of 154,250 hectares and a net
irrigable area of 111,406 hectares was completed in 1998. It covers the districts of Nilphamari,
Dinajpur, and Rangpur (Rangpur Division), and consists of a barrage at Dalia in Lalmonirhat
District, a canal head regulator, flood embankment, irrigation canal networks, and drainage
channels.**

Bangladesh has long argued that India’s construction of the Gazaldoba Barrage upstream of Dalia
has significantly reduced the availability of water in the dry season. Furthermore, the release of
water during the monsoon season is also a cause of flooding and bank erosion downstream.*® The
availability of water for irrigation, particularly in the lean or dry season, has been at the crux of
the longstanding dispute between the two countries.

Basin Governance and the State of Bilateral Negotiations

India and Bangladesh share as many as 54 transboundary rivers, including the three major rivers
systems of the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna. The majority of these rivers originate from the
Himalayas and travel through India and Bangladesh to meet the Bay of Bengal. As the upper
riparian, India has traditionally staked a prior claim on rivers flowing through its territory and in
so doing has controlled the quantity of water flowing into Bangladesh. Due to its unique
topography, lower riparian Bangladesh is prone to seasonal variations in river flows and scarcity
of water in the dry season. Consequently, Bangladesh relies heavily on transboundary river flows
from India. Given this scenario, water sharing has frequently been a source of tension between
the two South Asian neighbors.

*! National Council for Applied Economic Research. 2008. Economic Impact of Interlinking of Rivers Program,
NCAER: New Delhi. http://nwda.gov.in/writereaddata/mainlinkfile/File277.pdf,

“2 Ccondon, E and P. Hillman et al 2009: 8

*® Parsai, Gargi. 2012. “Water Ministry Mulls Review”. The Hindu. March 29.
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/water-ministry-mulls-review-of-court-order-on-linking-of-
rivers/article3259040.ece

*“ Bangladesh Water Development Board,
http://www.bwdb.gov.bd/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=132&Itemid=119

** The Daily Star. 2012. “Steep Decline in Teesta Water Flow”. February 23.
http://www.thedailystar.net/newDesign/news-details.php?nid=223577
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The two countries have a long history of water disputes, notably on the sharing of Ganges river
waters. India’s diversion of the Ganges from Farrakka Barrage to the Bhagirathi-Hoogli river
system was for decades a major source of discord between the two countries. While the Ganges
Water Treaty of 1996 signaled a shift in bilateral relations, in recent years, disagreements over
India’s construction of the Tipaimukh dam in the Indian state of Manipur, upstream of the
Bangladesh border; India’s Inter-Linking of Rivers Program, and the sharing of other
transboundary rivers such as the Teesta, Feni, Manu, Muhuri, Dharla, and Dudhkumar, have
continued to flare up.*’

Negotiations between India and Bangladesh on the Teesta can be traced back to the 1950s-60s
when authorities in former East Pakistan and India began discussions on proposed projects on the
river. While the negotiations proved inconclusive, both sides agreed to share technical data and
information. Following the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, the Indo-Bangladesh Joint River
Commission was set up to anchor talks on the sharing of river waters. In 1983, India and
Bangladesh agreed to an ad hoc arrangement to share 75 percent of the Teesta waters, with India
using 39 percent and Bangladesh 36 percent, and the remaining 25 percent to be allocated
following further study.

As the upper riparian country, India controls the flow of water into Bangladesh from the Teesta
barrage at Gazaldoba, constructed to provide water to northern parts of West Bengal. Bangladesh
has also constructed a barrage downstream, at Dalia in Lalmonirhat District, which supplies water
for agriculture and irrigation to drought prone areas of northern Bangladesh. It is argued by
Bangladesh that the construction and diversion of water from the Gazaldoba Barrage has
drastically reduced water availability at the Dalia Barrage, particularly in the dry season.*®

In 1997, a Joint Committee of Experts was formed to examine the sharing of the river. Although a
series of meetings were held between 1997 and 2004, little progress was made. Subsequently, a
Joint Technical Group (JTG) was formed in 2004 to develop recommendations on the draft terms
of reference for a joint-scientific assessment of the Teesta as well as on the draft interim
agreement on sharing of lean season flows between the two countries.*® In 2005, in its fourth
meeting, the JTG recorded its inability to come up with a solution. In the same year, the Joint
River Commission, in its 36" meeting, recognized that “the lean season flows in [the] Teesta will
not meet the needs of both the countries and hence any sharing formula for the lean season flows
should be based on shared sacrifices”.® In 2010, the Prime Ministers of India and Bangladesh
issued a Joint Communiqué calling for the Teesta issue to be resolved expeditiously.
Subsequently, a draft agreement on the Teesta as well as a statement of principles for sharing of
river waters in the lean season was prepared by Bangladesh and India respectively. These were to
form the basis of an interim agreement on the Teesta between both countries.

“® The Ganges Treaty guarantees Bangladesh a minimum share of Ganges river waters throughout the year especially
in the lean/dry season. The agreement builds on the concept of joint-oversight of river flows to build mutual trust
between both countries. While the Ganges River Treaty has been criticized by groups on either side of the border,
some argue that it has opened up the possibility of similar water sharing treaties on other contentious river basins
such as the Teesta. See Chellaney 2011: 278-279

*" Chellaney 2011: 278-281. See also Condon, E and P.Hillman et al 2009: 8-11

*® Water Beyond Borders 2012. See also Higano and Islam 2002

*° Water Beyond Borders 2012: 2

*ibid: 3
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In September 2011, during Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s visit to Dhaka, the two
countries were poised to sign a new agreement on the Teesta. However, the agreement fell
through when West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee protested against the proposed
allocation of 50 percent of the river’s water to Bangladesh. As water is a state subject in India,”*
the Indian government could not proceed without further consultations with the West Bengal
government. Notably, during the Indian Prime Minister’s visit, India and Bangladesh signed a
broad framework agreement on bilateral cooperation emphasizing, among other issues, the need
to explore the possibility of “common basin management of common rivers.”®* However, India’s
failure to sign the Teesta agreement in 2011 has continued to be a sore point between both
countries, and has slowed bilateral discussions on other issues, including transit facilities for India
through Bangladesh and discussions on the sharing of other transboundary rivers such as the Feni,
Manu, Muhuri, Khowai, Gumti, Dharla, and Dudhkumar.>®

To date, bilateral discussions between India and Bangladesh on the Teesta have proved
intractable. Despite several meetings of the Joint River Commission, Joint Committee of Experts,
and Joint Technical Group, little progress has been made on critical issues such as lean season
flow. Discussions between the two countries have largely been technical in nature with little
discussion of social and ecological issues or stakeholder concerns. Spaces for civil society
engagement or public participation have also been extremely limited.* West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee’s refusal to endorse the proposed Teesta agreement on the grounds
that her government had not been adequately consulted demonstrates the exclusive nature of the
discourse even at the national level. Notably, in May 2012 then External Affairs Minister S. M
Krishna announced that the Government of India was working “... to develop a political
consensus in India” on the Teesta and was in the process of consulting the state government of
West Bengal.>® More recently, in March 2013, on an official visit to Bangladesh, President of
India, Pranab Mukherjee assured Bangladesh of its commitment to “a fair, reasonable solution” on
the Teesta, and that consultations with stakeholders in India, including the government of West
Bengal, would be concluded at the earliest.>® While progress on these consultations is unclear, the
government’s statement reflects the growing recognition that broader stakeholder concerns and
interests on the Teesta have largely been neglected in mainstream bilateral discussions.

*! India is a federal union of 28 states and 7 union territories. Constitutionally, legislative and administrative powers
are divided between the central and the state governments such that each state government has the exclusive authority
to legislate on certain key subjects. These subjects include: public order, police, prisons, local government, public
health and sanitation, water supplies and irrigation etc.

%2 The Daily Star. 2012. “Indo-Bangladesh Framework Agreement”. July 18.
http://www.thedailystar.net/newDesign/news-details.php?nid=242489

%% Ahmed. Imtiaz. 2012. “Teesta Tipaimukh and River Linking: Danger to Bangladesh-India Relations”. Economic
and Political Weekly, Vol. XLVII No. 16, April 21.
http://www.indiawaterportal.org/sites/indiawaterportal.org/files/teesta_tipaimukh_riverlinking_imtiaz_ahmed epw_2
012.pdf

> Water Beyond Borders 2012: 7-8

*® Chaudhury, Dipanjay Roy. 2012. “Trying to Build Political Consensus on Teesta Deal: Krishna to Bangladesh
Foreign Minister”. India Today. May 5. http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/teesta-water-deal-krishna-bangladesh-
mamata-banerjee/1/187920.html

*® The Deccan Herald. 2013. “Pranab Assures Bangladesh of Early Conclusion of Teesta Deal”. March 3.
http://www.deccanherald.com/content/316230/pranab-assures-bangladesh-early-conclusion.html
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STAKEHOLDER MAPPING OF THE TEESTA BASIN

As part of the study, partner organizations LIFE and BELA conducted field research on either
side of the India and Bangladesh border. LIFE conducted research in three locations in India:
Singtham (Sikkim), Siliguri (North Bengal), and Gazaldoba (West Bengal). BELA conducted
research in four districts in Rangpur Division in northern Bangladesh: Nilphamari, Lalmonirhat,
Rangpur, and Gaibandha. A GIS map of fieldwork locations is presented in Figure 2 below. In
each location, LIFE and BELA worked with local civil society partners to administer a
stakeholder mapping questionnaire developed by TAF and conducted stakeholder interviews and
focus group discussions (FGDs). Data and findings from the stakeholder mapping exercise were
utilized to develop a GIS-based stakeholder map. The interactive map (available at
http://www.waterbeyondborders.net/waterasia/) hosts information regarding the geography,
hydro-meteorology, existing usage, and proposed usage in the sub-basin. In addition, it identifies
the location, interests, and relative political positions of stakeholders on policy issues.

Figure 2: GIS Map of Fieldwork Locations

——
National Park
Punakha

Paro| Thimph

Bhutan

; ature Reserve
alimpon, o
el arjéelin i
e urseon agraka ) lephu
Triyiiga 4 Pankhabkrié |\ | S Sy
Dharan ) sl danaz=~s
o, iguri
7 Damak i ® Gazaldoba National Park
a naryiva - /tahan e _au di
ajbira; ‘ Al nani A
pirei /Y . alpaigl athura
i

Nilphamari

Latmonirhat ™
Saidpur Kurigram
¥ g Hatgingimari

Raghunatpur Kaliad#nj- Dinajpur Rangpur

5
Raiganj
tahar

hagaria -[g Kora“skatihar

ibandhs @
Bhagalpur Sahibgani Gaibandha

o
Gangania

Akkelpur

Jamalpur

Naogaon 99" WMagargan) £33 Tarakanda Netidkona ©Moha
s | Muktagacha=—"%SaMymensingh
fsoz ] Sarishabari

Deoghar Madhupur

Jarmundi Maheshpur Nator Sirajganjo. (3] Kishoregany

Sarawan Dumka Nahat Lhsor |

| Madhupur Rampgrhat o Bangladesh

Mohammad BETRANPOtE Jshward i e
Bazar Bhabta Pabna Nagarpur L Bazar”

o i Baipayl e, oGhorash:
2 Kushtia ipayle Tongi horashal

Mapping Stakeholder Interests in Upper Riparian Areas of the Basin

The Teesta drains nearly 95 percent of the state of Sikkim and is consequently of great social,
cultural, and economic importance in the region. The economy of Sikkim is largely agriculture
and forest based. Industrial development in the region has been limited due to poor connectivity,
communication, and infrastructure facilities. The state has a low density of population and is
ethnically and religiously diverse.>” The rapid descent of the Teesta and other perennial rivers
such as the Rangit from high elevations over short distances in Sikkim has attracted considerable

%" The four major ethnic groups in Sikkim are the Lepchas, Bhutias, Limbus and Nepalese.
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interest from hydropower developers. In 2003, the Government of India liberalized the power
sector and launched an ambitious Hydro Electric Initiative to generate 50,000 megawatts of
electricity through the development of 162 schemes in 16 states by 2017.>® The Initiative paved
the way for the development of hydropower projects in a number of northeastern states including
Sikkim. The Central Water Commission, Government of India, estimates Sikkim has the
hydropower potential to generate 8,000 megawatts (peak) and 3,000 megawatts (firm).>

Sikkim has tremendous scope for the development of tourism, horticulture, and floriculture,
however, the state government has actively been promoting hydropower generation as a revenue
generating strategy. Its vision is to generate 5,000 megawatts®® of power in the state by 2015,
earning annual revenues of up to Rs. 1.5 billion per annum.®*The Sikkim government has signed
memoranda of understanding or agreement (MoUs/MoAs) with independent power producers for
32 power projects in the region, with a total installed capacity of approximately 4,300 megawatts.
Of these, two projects have already been commissioned and 18 projects, with an installed capacity
of 3774.50 megawatts, are under development.®® In addition to meeting the electricity needs of
Sikkim, the power surplus generated from these projects will likely be supplied to other parts of
the country.

The rapid development of hydropower projects in Sikkim, and indeed large parts of the northeast,
has been a growing cause of concern in India. Scientists, civil society activists, and local
communities have cautioned against the construction of mega projects in a region that is
geologically and ecologically fragile.®® Their concerns center on the social and environmental
impacts of “run of the river” projects that re-route the river through tunnels bypassing long
stretches of the natural river course. For example, the “head race tunnel” of the Teesta V project
bypasses a 23-kilometer stretch of the Teesta. While these projects are described as
“environmentally benign”, as submergence areas and water regulation are lower than
conventional storage dams, in practice it has been argued that the diversion of water, extensive
tunneling into the hillsides, and dumping of debris in surrounding areas threaten the river’s
ecology and livelihoods that depend on it.** The proliferation of MoUs and MoAs with private
sector developers in Sikkim has also raised red flags for many civil society activists and even the
central government. Notably, in a performance audit for the state of Sikkim in 2008-2009, the
Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) raised concerns over the manner in which
power projects had been granted to private hydropower developers in the state.®> More recently,

% The Hydro Power Initiative was launched by former Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee in May, 2003. See
Press Trust of India. 2003. “PM Launches 50,000 MW Hydro Power Initiative”. The Economic Times. May 24.
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2003-05-24/news/27537712_1 hydro-power-power-sector-mw-
additional-capacity

% Government of Sikkim, Energy and Power Department, http://www.sikkimpower.org/power/about_us.aspx

% Government of Sikkim, http://www.sikkim.gov.in/MISC/EXTRAS/MISSION2015.html

81 Government of Sikkim, Budget Speech by Chief Minister and Minister in Charge of Finance, Revenue and
Expenditure Department. June 26. http://sikkimfred.gov.in/Budget _2012-13/Documents/BUDGET%20SPEECH.pdf
%2 Notably, out of the original 32 agreements signed by the Government of Sikkim with private developers, 16
projects have been cancelled to date, due to local resistance and protests over the environmental and socio-cultural
impacts of the projects. See Government of Sikkim, Budget Speech 2012-2013 ibid.

% A 6.9 magnitude earthquake in Sikkim in September, 2011 caused extensive damage to human life and property
throughout the state. See Bhaskar, Utpal. 2011. “Sikkim Earthquake Casts Shadow on Hydro Projects™. Live Mint.
September 27. http://www.livemint.com/2011/09/27222835/Sikkim-earthquake-casts--shado.html

8 Vagholikar, Neeraj and Partha J. Das 2010

* ibid: 3
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media reports have alleged corruption and collusion between the state government and private
sector players in the state resulting in the approval of projects without adequate clearances,
environmental impact assessments, or public consultations.

There is a strong civil society led anti-dam movement in Sikkim spearheaded by the region’s
ethnic and religious communities. These include groups such as the Affected Citizens of Teesta
(ACT), Save the Teesta Campaign (SCT), Concerned Lepchas of Sikkim (CLOS), and Citizens
Forum for Sikkim (CFS). Using non-violent methods such as hunger strikes, these groups have
highlighted the plight of the region’s indigenous communities that have been adversely affected
by development in the region. Their concerns center on mitigating the social, cultural, and
environmental impacts of mega projects planned in the region and specifically protecting the
Dongzu area, which is considered holy and sacred to the indigenous Lepcha community.

To gain a better sense of stakeholder interests and “I have been living here, near the river,
concerns in tr_le st_ate,_the study team conducte_d afocus . 065 We have given everything,
group discussion in Singtham, a town located in eastern o, river, our environment, but [are]
Sikkim, 30 kilometers from the state Capital of GangtOk.68 not getting anything in return, not even
The discussion was attended by local civil society groups,  power supply.”

residents, academics, researchers, project affected people

from different parts of Sikkim, local government officials, R. L Lwame, local resident of

and a representative of a private hydropower company. Singtham, Sikkim

Stakeholders expressed concerns over the environmental

% First Post. 2012. “Teesta Urja: How Sikkim Bent Norms to Favor the Powerful”. May 14.
http://www.firstpost.com/india/teesta-urja-how-sikkim-bent-norms-to-favour-the-powerful-308729.html

%7 International Rivers, http://www.flickr.com/photos/internationalrivers/7742639254/in/set-72157630976689724
% The FGD in Singtham, Sikkim was conducted by LIFE on June 25, 2012 in collaboration with The Mountain
Institute (TMI), Gangtok.
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and socio-cultural impacts of the Teesta V project and other hydropower projects in the state.
Specifically, they discussed the reduced availability of ground water due to underground
tunneling, which has adversely affected agricultural production (particularly cardamom, which is
a major cash crop), and livelihoods in the region. Participants also highlighted the growing
scarcity of drinking water due to the drying up of natural springs and local water sources.

The region has witnessed an increasing number of landslides. The reduced flow of the river,
particularly in the lean season, has made performing river based rites and rituals difficult for local
communities. Some participants also expressed their dissatisfaction with hydropower developers
in the state due to the loss of land and livelihoods and the failure to provide adequate
compensation to project affected people. However, some argued that the projects contributed to
the overall economic development of the region and its people. A representative of a local NGO
and employee of a private hydropower developer in the area argued that hydropower generation in
the state should proceed, but that communities should be compensated for the negative impacts of
such projects. Stakeholders and interests in Singtham, Sikkim are summarized in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Stakeholders and interests in Singtham, Sikkim

Stakeholders Interests
Project Affected People Mitigation of the detrimental impacts of hydropower projects, and
receiving adequate compensation from project developers and the State
Government.

Local Civil Society/NGO Mitigation of the detrimental impacts of hydropower projects, and
receiving compensation for project affected people.

Activists Legal action against hydropower companies for non-compliance with
environmental and ecological norms/standards, and the preservation of
local religious and cultural traditions.

Academics/ Researchers Conservation of the region’s biodiversity and natural ecosystems,
research on the Teesta river system, and impact assessment of
development projects.

Hydro-power Developer Development of hydroelectricity in the region and corporate social
responsibility (CSR).

Local Government Officials | Facilitate both developers and project affected people and intervening
NGOs, and conflict resolution.

Stakeholders in Sikkim expressed conflicting views on the existing and proposed development of
the Teesta. On the one hand, the government and a section of the public and civil society are keen
to enjoy the benefits of economic development (e.g., revenue, employment, and energy
sufficiency) that is expected from the hydropower industry. On the other, a small but vocal
community of civil society actors, including scientists, environmentalists, and human and social
rights activists, are extremely concerned about the environmental, social, and cultural impacts of
projects and are opposed to the damming of the river without careful consideration of its carrying
capacity and the fragile ecosystems it supports.

Public protests led by environmental and social interest groups in the state and other parts of the

country have significantly influenced the discourse on damming of rivers for hydropower in the
Himalayan region of India. In many instances, civic protests have forced the government to
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withdraw/cancel planned projects.®® Interestingly, awareness and documented scientific
knowledge about the downstream effects of upstream hydraulic interventions on the Teesta are
poor. Communities in Sikkim have little idea of the implications of upstream dams on the flood
plains in West Bengal.

Mapping Stakeholder Interests in Lower Riparian Areas of the Basin

The Teesta River enters the plains of West Bengal at Sevoke, located north of the city of Siliguri.
The Coronation Bridge at Sevoke marks the confluence of the Teesta and Rangit Rivers. From
Sevoke, the Teesta travels through the districts of Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri in West Bengal before
entering Bangladesh. As a part of this study, stakeholder consultations were held in two locations,
i.e. Siliguri (Darjeeling District, North Bengal) and Gazaldoba (Jalpaiguri, District).

Siliguri is the largest city in North Bengal, located at the foothills of the Sikkim Himalayas in the
flood plains of the Teesta River. The city is of strategic importance as it connects mainland India
to other parts of northeastern India as well as the neighboring countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan,
and Nepal.” The focus group discussion in Siliguri was attended by a range of stakeholders,
including villagers living downstream of the Teesta Barrage at Gazaldoba, those affected by the
Teesta low dam projects, local civil society organizations, river researchers, and academicians
from local colleges and universities.”* Participants discussed a broad range of issues, including the
impact of the Teesta V project on upstream and downstream areas in Sikkim and West Bengal,
the Teesta Barrage, the irrigation needs of North Bengal, and the non-compliance of hydropower
companies with environmental norms and the failure to recognize the rights of project affected
people.

Participants discussed the impact of the Teesta low dam projects’® in Darjeeling District and the
failure of the NHPC Limited to take into consideration the impact of the projects on local
communities and the environment. The NHPC has been criticized by groups such as the North
Eastern Society for the Protection of Nature (NESPON) for failure to conduct proper
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) or provide adequate compensation and rehabilitation
for project affected people. Communities in the region have started to see changes in the river,
including high rates of siltation, delta formation, frequent changes in the river course, increase in
erosion, and siltation of agricultural land in areas where the river debouches into the plains. These
changes have largely been attributed to dams being constructed on the Teesta.

The availability of water for irrigation was highlighted by stakeholders as a key issue. Irrigation is
critical to the development and food security of five districts in North Bengal, which are some of
the poorest areas in the state. According to a local researcher, existing irrigation practices in the
region have largely failed. In addition, the proliferation of tea gardens, often at the cost of

% For example, in the state of Uttarakhand, protests by civil society groups, religious leaders and activists led to
cancellation of the Loharinag-Pala and Pala Maneri hydel power projects on the Bhagirathi River, a key tributary of
the Ganges. See The Economic Times. 2010. “GoM Decides to Scrap NTPC Hydel Project on Bhagirathi”. August
20, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-08-20/news/27599592_1_hydel-project-bhagirathi-river-
loharinag-pala

0 Also referred to as the “Siliguri Corridor” or “Chicken’s Neck”.

™ The FGD in Siliguri was conducted by LIFE on June 23, 2012 in collaboration the North East Society for
Protection of Nature and Wildlife (NESPON), a Siliguri based voluntary organization that has been working with
forest communities in North Bengal, since 1992.

"2 Teesta Low Dam |11 and Teesta Low Dam IV.
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agricultural land, has increased the local demand for irrigation. It was stated that most of the
beneficiaries of the Teesta Barrage command area have been tea estate owners in North Bengal.
With sufficient irrigation, the region has the potential to produce three crops in a season as
opposed to a single crop. Despite initiatives to produce electricity and irrigation using the surface
water of rivers, the region lacks access to water for irrigation.

On the Teesta, it was argued that the water and irrigation needs of North Bengal must be satisfied
before India could consider sharing additional water with Bangladesh. At the same time, it was
recognized that the wellbeing of people in India and Bangladesh is equally important and
consequently an equitable solution is ultimately desirable. Participants raised concerns over the
upstream construction of dams in Sikkim that are likely to cause changes in the daily and lean
season flows of the river. Participants questioned whether there were reliable estimates on spatial
and temporal scales for the entire Teesta basin on the basis of which a water sharing formula
could be evolved.

The availability and access to data and information on the hydrological regime of the Teesta was
raised as a key issue. For the most part, datasets are not available to the public and are difficult to
access. It is therefore important to examine whether the planned hydropower and irrigation
projects on the river are based on a sound scientific understanding of the river. For example, an
understanding of the upper catchments of the Teesta and its tributaries, which are highly degraded
and prone to landslides, as well as of the seasonal fluctuation of discharge in the river in both its
hilly and plain sections, are crucial to management of the river. Participants agreed that any
agreement of water sharing should be based on reliable and scientifically valid estimates of water
availability in the present and projected into the future.

The participants emphasized the importance of assessing impacts of existing and proposed
projects on the Teesta. A number of villages were destroyed after construction of an embankment
on the Teesta in 1972 in the east of Jalpaiguri due to fragmentation and annihilation of chars
(sandbars). More intense erosion was experienced on the side of Mekhliganj after the
embankment was built. In addition, the broadening of the river beyond the embankments has also
led to the formation of chars. The assessment of the environmental impacts of irrigation projects
both within West Bengal as well as North Bengal is therefore vital.

Stakeholders unanimously agreed that the North Bengal region has been historically neglected by
policy makers resulting in its poor economic and industrial development. Most of the power
produced in the region is transmitted out through the national grid to other states. They
emphasized that it is important to reassess power availability in the region, and ensure that the
needs for the region’s agricultural and industrial development are met. Stakeholders and interests
in Siliguri are summarized in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Stakeholders and interests in Siliguri, North Bengal

Stakeholders Interests
Villagers Affected by Flood Structural protection of villages from floods and river erosion.
and Erosion
Anti-dam Lobby Objection to hydropower projects upstream of the Teesta, based on
observed impacts and noncompliance with environmental norms by
companies.
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Social Activists Meeting local irrigation needs while ensuring an equitable water
sharing agreement between India and Bangladesh.

Forest Rights Group Ensuring the rights of project affected people on forests and
livelihoods and ensuring compensation to project affected people
from project developers.

Civil Society Workers/NGOs Mitigating the environmental impacts of hydropower projects.
Ensuring there this sufficient water to meet the irrigation and
agricultural needs of North Bengal.

Academicians/Researchers Access to reliable data, information, and knowledge, proper
environmental impact assessment (EIA) of projects, and decision
making based on sound scientific studies.

Media Getting information and perspectives from all stakeholders and
reflecting public views.

To gain a better sense of the perspectives of downstream communities, LIFE conducted a focused
group discussion in Gazaldoba, Jalpaiguri District, West Bengal.”® Gazaldoba is significant as the
site of the Teesta Barrage, which has been a point of contention between India and Bangladesh
ever since its construction began in 1975. As discussed previously, the three-phased Teesta
Barrage Project is one of the largest irrigation projects in eastern India, supplying water to six
districts in northern West Bengal.” To date, only certain sections of the project have been
completed. The Teesta Barrage Project has been criticized as overly ambitious in its irrigation
targets as the project does not have storage capacity and depends on barrages to divert water. The
project has also been plagued by delays and cost overruns.” Recently, the newly elected
Trinam%)l Congress government has promised to expedite and prioritize completion of the
project.

The Gazaldoba area is largely inhabited by communities that depend on farming and fishing for
their livelihoods. In the focus group discussion, representatives of these communities described
changes in the river and its regime over the last 20 years. These include increased sedimentation
and siltation of the river, braiding, and growth of chars (sandbars) in the river bed, which have
had a significant impact on local flora and fauna, and caused flooding and river bank erosion.
Many villages in the area have been acutely affected by river erosion, forcing local communities
to relocate to other areas. According to locals, large boulders carried down by the river from the
mountains used to act as barriers to bank erosion and maintained the depth of the river; however,
in recent years the quantity of silt and sand has increased, burying the boulders.

" The FGD was conducted by LIFE in collaboration with NESPON, in a small village (No.12 Shanti Colony) below
the barrage at Gazaldoba (about 25 km South-East of Siliguri) on June 24, 2012. The village is located in the Maal
Development Block in Jalpaiguri District. In addition, people were also interviewed in Rang Dhamali (Jalpaiguri
District), Basuniyapara Jalpaiguri District), Dhalu Char (Jalpaiguri District), and Mekhliganj (Mekhliganj Block in
Koch Behar District).

™ The project has the ambitious target of creating 9.22 lakh hectares of irrigation potential and 67.50 megawatts of
hydropower from canal falls.

® Rudra, Kalyan 2003: 82.

"® press Trust of India. 2012. “Teesta Barrage Project to be Commissioned as per Schedule”. The Hindustan Times.
September 11. http://www.hindustantimes.com/StoryPage/Print/743309.aspx
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Teesta Barrage, Gazaldoba, West Bengal’

Villagers reported a visible reduction in the lean season

flow of the Teesta. An elderly villager, Sachin Das, “The river now carries only one fourth of
observed that: “The river now carries only one fourth of  the flow it used to carry about thirty

the flow it used to carry about thirty years back.” Other  vears back”™.

villagers near Gazaldoba agreed that the river runs _ )

almost dry in the winter and navigation is difficult due Sachin Das, villager

to fragmentation of the river caused by siltation. It was ~©@7aldoba, West Bengal

also observed that rainfall in the region has decreased

even as temperatures have increased. The ongoing construction of the series of dams on the river
can be held partly responsible for a reduction of flow in the winter season when the base flow of
the river is not augmented by rainfall. The series of proposed dams in the upper reaches is
speculated to reduce the available discharge for irrigation as each hydro-power project is expected
to consume at least five percent of the running water in the river.”® The receding of glaciers from
the headstreams of the Teesta and many of its tributaries, as well as erratic rainfall, also partly
account for diminishing discharge. It was also alleged that some tea gardens are directly pumping
water out of the Teesta, thus violating norms.

Changes in the river hydrology and morphology have resulted in the depletion of fish stock and
species. While fish species like Boreli and Mohasol (hill stream fish) and local varieties such as
Bagar, Piyali, and Darengi were once plentiful, these have become increasingly rare. As a
consequence, many fishermen have had to shift to farming. However, as landholdings among
these groups are small, their livelihoods have been jeopardized.

" Lawyers Initiative for Forest and Environment
"® Rudra, Kalyan 2003: 82
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River erosion near Basunyapara village, Jalpaiguri District”

Villagers from Randhamali affected by river erosion

Villagers also discussed the impact of the Teesta Barrage Project. While the water from the Teesta
is diverted through canals towards the Mahananda and Jaldhaka basins in both western and
eastern directions, communities living close to the barrage rely on sub-canals to get irrigation.
These communities have been affected by the reduced flow in the river and have largely not
benefited from the irrigation project. Villagers also complained about the erratic operation of
barrage gates and the sudden release of large quantities of water, which has contributed to
flooding, riverbank erosion, and the creation of sand bars in the river. According to Girish Rai, a
resident of Randhamali village, 20 kilometers from Gazaldoba: “The waves of the water released
from the barrage hit our area...causing floods on the western bank since it is on a low lying
area....” Protests by villagers to Barrage authorities have largely been ignored. Figure 5
illustrates the range of stakeholders and interests gleaned from FGDs in Gazaldoba, West Bengal.

Figure 5: Stakeholder and interests in Gazaldoba, West Bengal

Stakeholder Interests
Farmers Structural protection from erosion, compensation for flood damage, and
improved irrigation.
Fishermen Fishing rights, dredging of the river, and maintenance of fish stock.

Anti-large Dam Activists Organization and mobilization of people to resist dam construction, and
unobstructed flow of water in the river.

NGOs Advocacy for forest and water rights of local people, and maintaining the
ecological health of the river basin.
Political Parties Fulfilling the interests of local farmers (largest voting bloc in the area),

drawing kickbacks from developers, and justifying party positions.

Overall, it was observed that local communities have limited knowledge or understanding of the
factors responsible for the changes in the river regime. While there is a vague perception that
development activity has increased the quantity of silt in the region, communities are not aware of
downstream impacts of the cascade dams in the Sikkim and West Bengal stretches of the Teesta.
Villagers were of the view that the water needs of communities in Bengal must be met before any
decisions on the volume of water to be shared with Bangladesh can be made.

" Lawyers Initiative for Forest and Environment
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