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Executive Summary 
 

 

In terms of intra-regional trade and investment Bangaldesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal 

(BBIN) sub-region appears to be lagging way behind the global trend. New hopes 

about regional trade have emerged as BBIN governments are now emphasizing on 

trade facilitation thr ough bilateral and multilateral agreements. Major positive changes 

are expected as both government and non-government stakeholders are working hard 

to facilitate inter -country trade through land and waterways.  

 

Livelihood, culture and civilization of this  sub-region has an intrinsic relationship with 

the GBM river basin. Yet waterways connectivity situation has deteriorated over the 

years due to deterioration of the rivers as well as due to political reasons. Government 

of Bangladesh has put renewed emphasis on developing Internal Waterways (IWs) in 

its Seventh Five Year Plan, and aims to increase the length of navigable waterways 

within the country from 4,000 km to 5,750 km by 2021.  It has to be noted that 

promoting navigational usage of IWs is not just about new construction projects solely 

focused on trade facilitation. Poverty, livelihood, gender and environmental concerns 

have to be built-in to any IW development plan. 

 

Project and the Country Diagnostic Report 

Rfc npmhcar rgrjcb §Cvn_lbgle Rp_b_`jc @clefits of Trans-Boundary Water: Promoting 

Navigational  Sq_ec md Glj_lb U_rcpu_wq gl E_le_ _lb @p_fk_rsp_ @_qgl³ &GU

Project) intends to contribute to improving institutions for the governance of inland 

waterways in the BBIN sub-region. To attain this goal, the project has attempted to 

create an alternative policy discourse for enabling reform measures between policy 

makers, civil society and communities.  With a view to document the existing policy 

discourse as well as the perception of different stakeholders regarding use of IWs for 

transboundary trade- a country diagnostic study has been conducted.  The study has 

revealed numerous poverty, livelihood, gender and environment related concerns of 

stakeholders.  

 

This report selected three important locations based on their significance in bilateral 

trade, transport and connectivity through inland water routes and Significant presence 

of major institutional stakeholders (e.g. BIWTA, BIWTC etc.) preferably established 

offices with adequate human resource and infrastructure. These three locations were (i) 

Sivalaya Upazila (Aricha) of Manikganj District, (ii) Ashuganj Upazila of 

Brahmanbaria, and (iii) Chandpur Sadar Upazila of Chandpur District. 
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Existing Policy Discourse 

In general the policy discourse in Bangladesh regarding utilization of IWs lacks focus 

on lives and livelihoods of the people living by the river. Here major Acts, Ordinances 

and Orders currently in place and the identified gaps are shown.  

 

Acts/Ordinances/Orders Issues 

National River 

Protection Commission 

Act, 2013 

Lack of cooperation and coordination among the different bodies 

related to IWs, namely- BIWTA, DoE, Water Development 

Board, Dept. of Fisheries, Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of 

Shipping etc.  

Inland Water Transport 

Authority Ordinan ce, 

1958 

¶ Possible damage to smaller vessels from collision with 

larger vessels not addressed adequately.   

¶ Inadequate facilities for women passengers. 

Bangladesh Inland 

Transport Corporation 

Order, 1972 

Absence of proper provision to get compensation from oil 

carrying vessels in case of leakage due to accidents.  

Fisheries (Protection) 

Ordinance, 1959 

¶ Fishing community is against licensing requirements (for 

fishing). 

¶ However, over exploitation is occurring due to lax 

implementation of licensing requirements.  

Pilotage Ordinance, 

1960 

Provision of operating passenger vessels with masters instead of 

trained pilot should be revoked.  However, there is lack of 

training facilities for pilots.  

Bangladesh Water Act, 

2013 

Damage to cage fish farming due to increased river traffic not 

adequately considered. 

Bangladesh 

Environment 

Conservation Act, 1995 

Restrictions/regulations regarding vessels causing damage to 

environment not being implemented properly. Lack of resources 

as well as lack of coordination are the factors working behind. 

 

Stakeholder Perception 

Stakholders (sector experts, service providers and community) have been engaged to 

comprehend their concerns regarding scope and possible implications of expanding 

trans-boundary trade through IW in Bangladesh. Following are the key concerns that 

came through the national and sub-national level consutlations. 

 

(i) Navigability & River Dredging  

Maintaining navigability of the rout es (especially during the dry seasons) is a major 

challenge faced by the respective authorities. Siltation and river erosion also pose 
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threats. While the government has recently initiated massive country wide dredging 

initative, there remains concerns about pace of implementation of the projects. 

Stakeholders have expressed need for improved and sustainable solutions to the 

navigability problem. There is also lack of logistics and capacity of the project 

implementing authrority.  

 

(ii) Concerns about the Fishing Community 

Over the years fish availability has decreased. While some perceive increased river 

traffic to be for this decrease, others opine that fish availability can be maintained 

despite increased river traffic if the rivers and canals remain deep enough. However, 

siltation remains as a major challenge 

in this regard. Stakeholders demand 

that livelihood oncerns of the fishing 

community have to be incorporated 

into IW development policies. Security 

of the fishermen as well as rent seeking 

behavior of the local elites are other 

critical concerns here.  

 

(iii) Income Generating Activities 

(IGAs) for Local People 

There is a general perception that trans-

boundary trade through IWs will create 

new IGAs for local people. However, 

lack of skill among the local people 

may become a critical challenge to 

overcome. Trans-boundary trade will  

definitely bring further 

institutionalization and the local 

community need preparation and support to adapt. For example, international vessels 

coming to local ports will definitely create greater need for support services, but 

without access to finance the local community will not be able to tap that opportunity.  

 

(iv) Gender Concerns 

There is little participation of women in IGAs related to IWs in Bangladesh. Very few 

are found to be providing informal support services (e.g. roadside food stalls for low-

income customers). While gender concerns are prioritized in national policies, in 

practice there is not adequate reflection of those. However, there has been some recent 

developments, for example- breast feeding compartments in new passenger vessels, 

separate waiting rooms for women at the ports. Stakeholders have recommended that 

Key Concerns 

¶ Maintaining navigability (siltation, 

river erosion). 

¶ Livelihood of fishing community and 

Char people 

¶ Creating IGAs for local people 

¶ Addressing gender dimensions 

¶ Increased pressure on rivers due to 

trans-boundary trade 

¶ Slow pace in implementing policies 

¶ Promoting local MSMEs 

¶ Promoting tourism 
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instead of addressing gender dimensions after developing infrastructure and other 

facilities, implementors should incorporate these into their plans from the very 

beginning. 

 

(v) Environmental Concerns 

Stakeholders have been found to be concerned about potential deterioration of river 

conditions due to increased traffic (once there is increased trans-boundary trade 

through IWs). Increased use of IW may induce development of industrial infrastructure 

along the river. Those in turn may cause serious harm to the rivers. Increased number 

of larger vessles plying on the river may result in increased river erosion. Special 

emphasis on protecting the Hilsa sanctuary which is close to the IW hub at Chandpur 

has been recommended by many. 

 

(vi) Other Issues 

While people generally welcome developing the port facilities, delay in implementation 

of port development/expansion projects sometimes affect them adversely. For example, 

it has been over 7 years since the government circulated its intention to expand the 

port at Ashuganj in Brahmanbaria district. But till date no land has been acquired. But 

people living in that area have not been developing their establishments (houses, shops, 

mills etc.) as they presumed the government will be acquiring their land soon. Some 

have alleged that land value has decreased in the area due to this delay in 

implementing the policy decision.  

 

To facilitate trans-boundary trade IWs are to be improved significantly. It has been 

recommended that once the IWs are improved those may also be utilized in promoting 

local MSMEs (because there will be improved access to the market place and new 

customers). Similarly, improved connectivity through IW will also create scope for 

promotion of toursim via IWs and trans -boundary passenger movement.  

 

Remarks 

Increasing trans-boundary trade through IWs will surely contribute towards achieving 

macro-economic objectives of Bangladesh as an economy. However, to ensure that the 

poor and marginal communities living along the rivers benefit equally, their concerns 

need to be incorporated in the overall development plans. At the same time, 

sustainability concerns also need to be properly emphasized so that benefits of IW-

based trade remain singnificantly higher than the costs. 
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1. Introduction  
 

 

Background 

Bangladesh is a riverine country and the three mighty rivers « Padma, Jamuna and 

Meghna - from different points  flow into the country. These rivers are important for 

transportation, culture and livelihoods. Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh and the eastern 

states of India are more or less connected by these rivers. About 60-70 years ago, these 

rivers were the only means of transport for riverine communities to traverse from one 

city to another. The low usage cost of the waterways as compared to other modes of 

transport was also beneficial for the communities. In the age of globalisation with 

more political boundaries, the scope of connectivity through the traditional waterways 

has become vital due to its economic benefits.  

 

River management, planning and inland waterways on these rivers should be people-

centric, however the political motive and boundaries impede the development of such 

initiatives. To strengthen regional connectivity and ensure that benefits accrue to the 

communities, government of Bangladesh has stepped up domestic investment on 

reviving the waterways, new navigation routes, and infrastructural development along 

the Indo-Bangladesh protocol routes. Policy and regulations for governing the inland 

waterways systems should be people-centric for development.  

 

River is an integral part for the people of Bangladesh not only as means of mobility 

and access to basic services, but also for agricultural production in totality  (Czuczman 

2004). Local produce like paddy, jute and fish are some key produce which depend 

heavily on the complex river networks of Bangladesh. Inland Water Transport (IWT) 

is also a substantial contributor to the economy of Bangladesh. The contribution of 

inland water transport sub-sector to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth is also 

increasing annually. 

 

The mobility and access to the facilities depend on the sound infrastructure in both 

inland waterways and inland road faciliti es. Roadways, railways and waterways 

mainly establish connectivity within the country. Rivers, streams, and canals altogether 

covers 7 per cent of the total surface i.e. about 24 thousand km inland water transport 

is one of the oldest modes not only for economic efficiency but also for environmental 

sustainability of transport network system. Inland waterways network comprises over 

5,968 km of navigable waterways for mechanised vessels during the monsoon season, 

and it comes to about 3,865 km during dry season.  
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Inland Water Transport (IWT) sector transport s over 50 percent of the total freight 

traffic. Moreover, it carries around one-quarter of all passenger traffic in waterways. 

There are about 22 major ports (among them 11 ports are newly developed) and 448 

secondary riverine stations all over the water network in Bangladesh. Approximately, 

seven lakh river vessels transport goods as well as passengers in the country. Annually, 

50 million passengers are carried through this waterways network (BIWTA 2017) . 

 

Figure 1: Growth of GDP by transport sub-sector (in per cent) 

 

Source: (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 2016) 

 

However, the transportation network by waterways in Bangladesh are not utilized to 

its full potential . The economic benefit of waterways transportation is still very cost-

effective compared to other modes of transport. This study tries to find out the 

challenges by fetching cross-country and multi -stakeholders buy-in in policymaking to 

revamp the IWT sector for regional and national connectivity. 

 

Methodology  

This study is based on the qualitative information and perception of different 

stakeholders. The quantitative information is collected from the secondary sources, 

and in many cases the up to date data have not been available. Quantitative survey on 
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the river-based people might bring forward some more interesting results. The various 

sites selected for data collection of the diagnostic study were: 

i. Shivalaya Upazila (Aricha) of Manikganj District ; 

ii.  Ashuganj Upazila of Brahmanbaria; and 

iii.  Chandpur Sadar Upazila of Chandpur District 

 

Figure 2: Locations in Bangladesh for the field study 
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The study team conducted three field visits for data collection to three of these sites in 

March 2017. Since this study is primarily a qualitative one, the study team used 

qualitative data collection tools, namely Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and Key 

Informant Interviews (KIIs). A total of 12 FGDs and 34 K IIs have been conducted for 

this study. Additionally, four  interesting case studies have been developed by the study 

team. The participants of the 12 FGDs are shown in Table 1.    

 

Table 1 : Participation in FGDs at field locations 

Category of 
Stakeholders 

Shivalaya Chandpur Ashuganj Overall 

Total  Female Total  Female Total  Female Total  Female 

Union 
Parishad 
members 

8 2 6 1 7 0 21 3 

Women 6 6 5 5 5 5 16 16 

Fisherman 5 0 5 0 5 0 15 0 

Ferry 
Operators 

5 0 5 0 5 0 15 0 

Total  24 8 21 6 22 5 67 19 
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Four FGDs with four different types of stakeholders have been conducted in each of 

the mentioned sites, and around 67 participants were engaged in the 12 FGDs 

conducted. It is important to note that some quantitative data has also been collected 

while conducting the FGDs, which has been presented briefly and separately in the 

following section.  

 

Table 2: Participation in KIIs at field locations  

Stakeholders Shivalaya Chandpur Ashuganj Overall 

Total  Female Total  Female Total  Female Total  Female 

River  Port 
Authority  

1 0 1 0 1 0 3 0 

Ferry Operator 2 0 2 0 0 0 4 0 

Vessel Owner 2 0 2 0 2 0 6 0 

Freight 
Handler 

2 0 2 0 2 0 6 0 

Fisherman 
Vessel 

2 0 2 0 2 0 6 0 

Cargo 
Company 

0 0 2 0 1 0 3 0 

CSO 1 1 1 0 1 0 3 1 

Media 1 0 1 0 1 0 3 0 

Total  11 1 13 0 10 0 34 1 

 

As shown above, the objective has been to cover a total of eight types of stakeholders 

through KIIs. However, not all stakeholders could be covered in all three sites. In some 

cases, stakeholders were not present, and in some other cases those present were found 

unwilling to interact with the study team.  

 

Findings from the field levels were further analysed and then used for preparing this 

diagnostic study report. The draft report was also shared with the National Reference 

Group (NRG) comprising representatives from key stakeholder groups within the 

country and then finalized based on the feedback received from the interaction with 

the NRG. Based on the literature review and consultations with experts, various 

stakeholders for engagement were mapped out. Then following a participatory method 

and based on experience and knowledge of the team members checklists for the data 

collection have been finalised. 
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