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The Teesta water sharing dispute has been simmering between India
and Bangladesh for a long time. Despite the derailment of the Teesta
negotiations in 2011, and Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s inability to
get the agreement signed by the principally willing Modi government,
she fought and won the 2018 Bangladeshi general elections and came
back to power in 2019. It appears that the Bangladeshis have forgiven

her for her failure to negotiate a fair agreement on the Teesta.

Sheikh Hasina and her government are not resting. The 400-kilometre-
long river, the fourth largest among the 54 transboundary rivers shared
by the two countries, is very much on their minds. A recent statement
by the Bangladeshi Foreign Minister AK Abdul Momen reflects their
optimism on signing an agreement with India ‘very soon’, as well as

cooperating on issues related to other rivers shared by the two.

Located downstream, Bangladesh has valid reasons to prioritise an
agreement which would guarantee fair access to water resources,
especially during the dry season. The Teesta flows through
Bangladesh’s least developed and drought-prone region, ie. the
Rangpur Division, and is responsible, directly or indirectly, for the
livelihoods of more than 21 million people in the country. The Teesta
also has a highly variable flow, ranging from 7900 m’/s during the rainy
season to a paltry 28-14 m’/s during the dry season or droughts. Whilst
India is located upstream and is able to unilaterally control the volume
of the Teesta through several dams, downstream Bangladesh has to

bear the brunt of India’s actions and face recurring floods and
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droughts, sometimes both in the same year. Ideally, an agreement on the river is expected to mitigate the

recurrence of these disasters, especially on the Bangladeshi side.

Despite willingness at the highest political levels, the Teesta agreement has not been signed due to
sustained opposition by the Indian state of West Bengal. A riparian state in the Teesta basin, West Bengal
has maintained that acceding more water to Bangladesh would be detrimental to the interests of farmers
in Northern Bengal, though probable political losses are also a compelling factor. Even though the
Constitution of India vests the central government with powers to override West Bengal’s opposition,
geopolitical and domestic realities dictate otherwise and have ultimately come to cost Bangladesh a crucial

portion of much needed waters.

India’s position as the upstream riparian, and as the bigger power both in terms of economy and military,

has made it possible to stall the agreement and to compensate Bangladesh through active engagement in
many other areas of cooperation. However, it is ultimately in India’s interest to sign the Teesta agreement.
The strategic location of Bangladesh can connect India to its North Fast region as well as act as a valuable
gateway for India’s Act East policy. In a deeply untrusting and volatile neighbourhood, Bangladesh is the
one partner who has consistently and steadfastly supported India in combating terrorism, smuggling
activities, and illegal migration. India also realises that Bangladesh’s friendship is crucial for keeping

China’s growing influence across South Asia in check.

Signing a fair and meaningful Teesta agreement would require several steps, the first of which would be
to redraft the agreement. The current draft of the agreement is inadequate concerning provisions for
disaster management, multi-stakeholder participation, groundwater management, basin-wide economic
development, environmental protection, and tackling climate change effects. In order to make the
process of signing the agreement worth the effort, both countries should revisit and revise its contents.
The Indian government needs to persuade the governments of Sikkim and West Bengal, both riparian
states, and work out domestic arrangements for managing the Indian side of the Teesta basin. Through
astute political acumen, the central government must win over West Bengal’s support for sharing more
of the Teesta with Bangladesh, and agreement or not, must push for more efficient water governance in
the basin. India cannot ignore the harmful ecological and socio-economic effects resulting from an
increased number of dams in Sikkim, aiming to produce electricity for sale in North India, especially
when the costs of renewable energy are continuously falling. These dams are also responsible for altering

the flow of the Teesta downstream, affecting West Bengal as well as downstream Bangladesh. The central
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government needs to drastically revise its energy policy and promote economically and environmentally
viable options such as solar energy in sunshine-abundant North India so as to ease the pressure off the

Teesta. These steps would embark India on a smoother part towards signing the Teesta agreement.

On the other side, Bangladesh too needs to recognise its indispensability, leverage its geopolitical position
and devise a better bargaining strategy vis-a-vis India. It should begin with restricting substitute areas of
cooperation which would allow India to get away without signing the Teesta agreement. As a part of the
larger Ganga-Meghana-Brahmaputra basin, Bangladesh should actively reach out to other riparian
countries such as Nepal and Bhutan (who are upstream of India as well) and push India into engaging
more deeply in transboundary cooperation. Increasing rapport with China would also pressurise India
into sustaining its friendship with Bangladesh. Beyond governments, both India and Bangladesh have
vibrant civil sectors which are clamouring for the welfare of the communities, ecosystems and the river
itself - these sections should also be brought to the fore and be engaged with. If India does not do so,

Bangladesh certainly should.

Every now and then, there is fresh hope over the Teesta agreement, and while it has still not been signed,
it remains evident from the continuously healthy Indo-Bangladeshi ties that not all is lost. Both India and
Bangladesh value this relationship and its positive contribution towards their own self-interests.
However, taking that understanding to the next level and recognising that the Teesta issue is not just
about sharing water, but a combination of domestic politics and compulsions, skewed developmental
policies, socio-economic grievances, and geopolitical realities is crucial at this juncture. Only then will

both countries devise effective strategies to get the agreement signed.
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