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Key Takeaways and Recommendations: 

1. Rivers are a common Heritage that need to be nurtured. India and 

Bangladesh share 54 transboundary rivers and many smaller rivulets. 

 
2. Bangladesh is where India’s ACT EAST and NEIGHBORHOOD FIRST policies 

converge. For India, Bangladesh is “First” in its Neighbourhood First policy and 

key partner in BBIN and BIMSTEC and SAARC groupings. 

 
3. Fresh water security will become an increasingly pressing issue. Rivers 

need nurturing to ensure fresh water security. Solution to the complex 

problems facing river systems in the region clearly relies on managing a host 

of complex hydrological, climatological and ecological interdependencies that 

call for an adaptive, cooperative approach to cooperation in region covered by 

the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) river basin. Ecological and 

biodiversity related threats from dredging and river pollution from 

anthropogenic activities are two other important concerns to be looked into. 

 
4. IWT can unleash an ecosystem of ecologically friendly economic growth 

and livelihood generation. Not only businesses, but also farmers in this rich 

agricultural belt will benefit as the waterways open up markets afield. 

 
5. IWT needs to be developed as a key component of a larger multimodal 

connectivity plan. The ongoing and planned connectivity projects of 

highways, waterways and railways will immensely aid economic growth. One 

important point to be ensured is the right kind of inter-modal connectivity 

which, in turn, will make the multi-modal set-up seamless. 

 
6. Developing and Integrating institutional structures such as SEZs and the 

like of Border Haats and Border Ghaats (an idea proposed by Asian Confluence 

along the same lines as the border haats but on riverine borders) will help in 

supporting commerce and local livelihood generation at the same time. 

 
7. Agriculture can also become bio-diversity positive along the banks of the 

rivers. This will require moving towards low climate impact crops like millets, 

cutting down on intensive chemical cultivation, moving towards sustainable 

farming and resource efficiency in all farm activities, among other things. 

 
8. New Transshippoint points needed: While Ashuganj is already in place to 

being recognized on the protocol route as a transshipment point, there are still 

infrastructure limitations and limited options for vessels to travel further 
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into India. Therefore, formal declaration of new trans-shipment points at 

Pangaon and Muktarpur Terminal for Indian Transit Cargo is essential for the 

new route to be successful. 

 
9. Encouraging the private sector to contribute to development of  the IWT. 

There are gaps in terms of information, utilisation and interest on IWT among 

private sector players. Given that private sector is usually averse to new and 

untested territories, government assistance/incentives for the initial years can go a 

long way towards helping the waterway routes become a viable and alternative, 

particularly for businesses from the NER presently using the existing Siliguri 

corridor. 

 
10. Increase ease of doing business, by studying and streamlining existing 

processes, procedures and trade facilitation with a view in improve 

efficiency and profitability. Some of the key enablers and pre-requisites 

towards creating prosperity and wider economic benefits, particularly for the 

small and medium economic units in the region, will include, ,among other 

things, promotion of production and aggregation of small surplus in the sub- 

region, developing seamless transport networks, reducing freight costs by 

lowering tariff and non-tariff barriers, building world-class processing units in 

alignment with global based practices and encouraging high-value added 

supply chains through cooperation in the areas of finance, investment, 

technology and institutional development. 

 
 

11. A key role of the “Third Space”. The role of the ‘third space’ to complement 

efforts of the ‘first space’ led by government and the ‘second space’ led by 

industry, has become the need of the hour. Credible civil society organizations, 

academia, entrepreneurs and grassroots organizations should be mobilized to 

lead to an organic growth bottom up. The third space, being a network of 

individuals, institutions and communities, builds bridges of trust and creates 

votaries for win-win solutions beyond and across borders of states, identities 

and ideologies. In all developmental and socio-political planning and execution 

it will be extremely crucial to include, involve and empower the Third Space 

for effective and outcome-oriented solutions. 
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Introduction: 

The Asian Confluence organized a webinar on the theme “Emerging Contours of 

Indo-Bangladesh Cooperation in Inland Waterways Development: An 

enabler of inclusive and climate smart economic growth “on July 15 2020.It 

was the inaugural webinar in a series to be conducted by Asian Confluence as part 

of its “NADI Initiative”. 

 
The launching of the NADI Conversations in the year of Mujib Borsho (on the occasion of the 

centennial birth anniversary of the founding leader of Bangladesh, Bangabandhu Sheikh 

Mujibur Rahman) will hold special significance, as it will hopefully culminate to a larger event 

next year, in order to celebrate 50 years of Bangladesh. Asian Confluence hopes to take this 

initiative forward as a policy and practice discourse on rivers and water resources in the region, 

based on the knowledge, inputs and ideas that emerge from the multi-stakeholder and multi-

level conversations that it plans to organise over the next few months. 

 

Webinar Concept: 
 

The recent development of waterways between India and Bangladesh and the SOPs on India’s 

use of Mongla and Chittagong ports as well as the COVID-19 induced refocus on sustainable 

agriculture and development of agro value chains between NER India and Bangladesh are 

complimentary in nature. “Climate Smart Economic growth” balancing the dual requirements 

of maintaining ecological intergrity and economic growth with sustainable development 

practices would require holistic development of water resources and rivers. IWT development 

in these lines can augment a narrative on sustainable practices of riverine resources, which 

has a direct bearing on water resource development and food security. It also helps to 

augment the development of IWT for revival of the local market economy and livelihood 

generation along the river on both sides of the border. 

To highlight this very constructive narrative of cooperation between India and 

Bangladesh, this webinar was a consultation and advocacy exercise to bring together 

policymakers, leading academicians and development partners to discuss possibilities and 

ideas for harnessing the inland waterways as enablers of inclusive and climate smart 

growth for the countries of India and Bangladesh. 
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Agenda and Speakers 

WELCOME: Executive Director, Asian Confluence 

 

 

CHAIR: Amb. Deepa Gopalan Wadhwa, IFS Retd., Former Amb to Japan, Member, 

Governing Council, Asian Confluence 

 

DISTINGUISHED ADDRESS:  His Excellancy,  Mr.  Shahriar Alam, Minister  of  State 

Foreign Affairs, Bangladesh 

 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS: High Commissioner Riva Ganguly Das, Indian High Commissioner 

to Bangladesh, Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), Government of India.  

 

SPECIAL REMARKS: 

• Mr. Ram Gopal Aggarwal, Distinguished Fellow NITI Aayog 

• Mr. Md. Abdus Samad, Former Secretary, Ministry of Shipping, Government 

of Bangladesh. 

Trade Industry Perspectives 

• Dr. Atiur Rahman, Former Governor, Bangladesh Bank, Dhaka, Bangladesh 

• Mr. Kiran Gitte, Secretary, Industry and Commerce and Tourism, Tripura 

• Mr. Yasser Rizvi, MD Summit Group, Bangladesh 

• Mr. Amlan Basu, MD, AVS Group 

Interactive Session with few members of audience Closing Remarks by Chair  
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About Asian Confluence ‘NADI Conversations’: 

The term NADI means “rivers” as well as the “lifelines of energy”. 

 
The Asian Confluence is launching a series of webinars on the common theme “Asian 

Confluence Nadi Conversations” to highlight the narrative of a celebration of the common 

riverine and civilizational heritage of the nations and peoples in the Ganga Brahmaputra 

Meghna (GBM) Region. ‘NADI Conversations’ are planned as a web-based, multi- stakeholder 

conversation series, started by the Asian Confluence under one of its flagship initiatives: NADI, 

to celebrate rivers as the pulse and life force of our ecology and civilization. It is so important 

because rivers shape and influence varied aspects of our existence, including those related to 

agriculture, livelihood, health, culture, tourism, sustainability, trade and connectivity. This 

series is a follow-up to the very constructive narrative set in the last two NADI conferences 

held in Shillong and Dhaka with active participation of senior policymakers from India and 

Bangladesh respectively in 2016 and 2017 as well as the Mekong Brahmaputra Conversations, 

held in 2018 and 2019 respectively by the Asian Confluence. 

 
The NADI Conversation initiative primarily focuses on the Ganga-Brahmaputra- 

Meghna (GBM) region, which also is the BBIN region. The platform will further ideate in 

dealing with specific cases of cross-learning between South and South east Asia with sharing 

from the Mekong river basin. 

 
Noting that salience and centrality of Indo Bangladesh partnership in this regards and 

that NADI has-been a celebration of Indo Bangladesh cooperation for mutually inclusive 

and regional prosperity of the Bay of Bengal region, the series was inaugurated with an 

inaugural webinar on the theme “Emerging Contours of Indo-Bangladesh Cooperation  in 

Inland Waterways Development: An enabler of inclusive and climate smart economic 

growth”. 
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Follow Up with upcoming NADI Conversations: 
 

 
 

Asian Confluence will carry forward the NADI conversation series on a wide variety 

of related topics with a view to the following objectives: 

 
 

• To integrate, converge and connect ideas and gather ground-up instances to aid policy, 

create new constructive narratives of cooperation. 

• To connect experts, practitioners and relevant stakeholders from various disciplines dealing 

with the ecosystem of water, agriculture, livelihood, inland waterways, trade, connectivity 

and tourism for a better understanding of regional developmental and avenues of regional 

cooperation. 

• To understand the newer challenges in the region due to the global pandemic and its effect 

on the future of trade, tourism, connectivity, agriculture, livelihood. 

• To galvanize a coherent voice in the “Third Space” that can complement “bottom up” the 

“top down “initiative of the first two space of government and industry. 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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The Key points of the enriching discussions that followed are as follows: 

 
 

Strategic and Infrastructure-related: 

Bangladesh is where India’s and Neighbourhood First Policy and Act East Policy 

converge and synergize. For India, it is Neighbourhood First and in the neighbourhood, it is 

Bangladesh First. With 1,116 km of riverine boundaries between the nations, reviving them 

can promote economic development and prosperity, both bilaterally as countries and as part of 

regional groupings such as SAARC, BBIN and BIMSTEC. 

Bangladesh has a key role in realising India’s Act East Policy, particularly as a crucial 

bridge for India’s cooperation and integration efforts with the rest of Asia. 

The discussions noted several new developments and initiatives to boost IWT between 

the countries and in the region. This includes: 

Signing of 2nd Addendum to Protocol of Inland Water Transit and Trade (PIWTT) 

between India and Bangladesh, in order to include 2 additional routes between Sonamura- 

Daudhkandi and Rajshahi-Godagir-Dhulian with extension up to Aricha and five new Ports of 

Call, makes the total ports of call 11, 2 extended ports of call and a total of 10 PIWTT routes. 

Introducing trade between Chilmari (Bangladesh) and Dhubri (India) through the use 

of shallow draft mechanized vessels, which will particularly benefit small players and 

operators. 

Planning on establishing an Inland Container Port (ICP) at Ashuganj, and in widening 

the existing road between Akhaura Land Port and Ashuganj to 4 lanes. 

Land acquisition for building a cargo terminal at Ashuganj has been completed, 

wherein, four ships can be anchored at a time. 

Bangladesh Government has targeted a 10,000 km riverine stretch for dredging; viz. 

Mongla-Ghorasal-Narayanganj-Aricha. Dredging of specific sections of fairways which has 

been ongoing since 2019 to tackle the challenge of insufficient depth in off-season. 

Flagging off of the first trial run from Kolkata to Tripura on July 16, 2020, under the 

Agreement on the use of Chattogram and Mongla Ports for movement of India`s transit cargo 

through Bangladesh, signed in 2018. 

Beginning of direct sea movement of containerised/bulk/dry cargo through regular 

services between Kolkata-Chattogram-Singapore, since July 2020, by foreign vessel operators 

such as Singapore based Xpress Feeder and Hong Kong based Gold Star Line. 
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Other than Agartala, Tripura is planning to enhance the connectivity of an additional 

three locations to Chittagong, viz. Sonamura, Belonia and Sabroom, which can be connected 

to Chattogram (Chittagong), via Mongla Port and Ashuganj. 

A SEZ has already been planned at Sabroom, Tipura, along with the Integrated Check 

Post. All these initiatives will benefit not only Tripura but the entire North East. 

Intermodal connectivity links (and the gaps) are to be carefully looked at and addressed. 

In places, various modes of connectivity are working in silos with the inter- modalities not 

getting emphasized enough; in turn hurting the overhead costs and efficiency parameters of the 

Inland Water Transport. 

It will be critical to complement the existing and planned connectivity infrastructure 

with development of economic clusters, to ensure that corridors have enough economic 

viability. One of the ways is by developing and maintaining Special Economic Zones (SEZs). 

The experience of Mekong Delta development is a good case to lean from in this respect. 

It will be useful to explore the feasibility of utilising renewable energy sources such as 

wind and solar power for Inland Waterway to take it further climate friendly and also enabler 

of green growth. 

Agrarian economic revival and Livelihoods related: 

Multi-modal connectivity with strong and well-linked waterways will accelerate the 

integration of the region’s supply chains and logistics sectors, with a direct impact on lives and 

livelihood of the people in this sub-region. Not only businesses, but also farmers in this rich 

agricultural belt will benefit as the waterways open up new markets. Cities like Narayanganj, 

Sirajganj, Khulna, Mongla, Chilmari etc. in Bangladesh and Pandu, Sonamura, Karimganj, 

Dhubri, Silghat etc. in India are expected to witness significant economic transformation. 

Passenger cruise tourism through several World Heritage Sites along the routes (e.g. 

Sunderbans and Manas National Park) has the potential to establish the region on the global 

tourism map, once the travel restrictions are lifted. As the river traffic picks up, people living 

by the river will get direct benefit from the enhanced economic activities. 

Promoting the idea of riverine border markets, viz Border Ghaatson the same lines of 

Boder Haats along the India-Bangladesh borders, as proposed by Asian Confluence in a recent 

publication1, will help in complementing commerce and local livelihood generation at 

 

1https://www.asianconfluence.org/pdf/1594724330AsCon%20Brief%2003.pdf 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
http://www.asianconfluence.org/pdf/1594724330AsCon%20Brief%2003.pdf
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the same time. 

Emphasis is needed on developing robust supply chains for agri-horticulture and 

forestry products through riverine routes. North East Indian states being rich in their organic 

and forestry products and Bangladesh, in the production of vegetables as well as seasonal fruits 

like Mangoes, the sub-region can come together to form cross-border value chains. Also, 

Bangladesh has a large and growing food processing industry which can majorly gain from 

high value and myriad agri-horti produce of NER. 

Proactive policies will be required in tackling the challenges of climate change through 

taking adaptive measures and carrying out scientific research in areas of climate smart 

agriculture, transport system, digital data inventory of farmers and other professions who may 

be at risk due to climate change threats like floods, droughts, etc. 

 
Trade, Industry and Private Sector related: 

There are gaps in terms of information, utilisation and interest on IWT among private 

sector players. Given that private sector is usually averse to new and untested territories, 

government assistance/incentives for the initial years can go a long way towards helping the 

waterway routes become a viable and alternative, particularly for businesses from the NER 

presently using the existing Siliguri corridor. 

 
While Ashuganj is already in place as a Port of Call, there still are infrastructure 

limitations and limited options for vessels to travel further into India from Ashuganj. It will be 

useful if Pangaon and Muktarpur Terminal can be declared as new transshipment points at for 

Indian Transit Cargo. 

In order to make sure that the new Daudkandi - Sonamura route flourishes, it is 

imperative to identify suitable transshipment points for facilitating transfer of cargo to/from the 

smaller barges. Due to draft challenges, only small barges of 300 – 500MT can be shipped on 

the Daudkandi – Sonamura route. But to be cost-competitive, larger barges of 1,500 – 2,000MT 

will be required on the Kolkata / Haldia - Daudkandi part as well as on the Mongla - Daudkandi 

part of the route. 

A practical challenge of shifting to the waterways is the minimum parcel size. For a 

trader based in Tripura, it is perhaps practical to send 3 – 4 truckloads of goods but filling an 

entire vessel/bage will be a challenge, particularly for SME and MSMEs. To this end, cabotage 

should be allowed and there should be flexibility in allowing barges to carry both 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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transit and bilateral cargo, as well as allowing for multiple shippers and different cargo types. 

This will be crucial to ensure the commercial viability of operating barges on the protocol 

routes. 

The waterways can be a very useful and cost-effective mode to connect the production 

centres and Inland Container Depots (ICDs) in North India to North East India, via Bangladesh, 

ideally for cargo that is not time-sensitive. Time-sensitiveness cargo movement can also be 

possible by using appropriately designed containers as cold storage units and through other 

technological interventions, this is particularly relevant for transport of organic and perishable 

fruits or other goods from NER to the NCR in the north of India. 

 
Balancing Ecology and Economy: 

It is crucial to balance out ecological and economical gains when considering 

developments around rivers and waterways. Anthropogenic activities like extensive 

commercial navigation, canalization and hydropower infrastructure disrupt and alter riverine 

ecosystems. 

Some of the other critical challenges facing the sub-region include erosion and flood 

management. River bank erosion is causing huge loss of cultivable land each year; an alarming 

prediction estimates a loss of around 4000 sq. Km. of river valleys and estuaries due to erosion, 

by 2025. In view of this a holistic and sustainable approach is needed towards harnessing rivers 

and waterways. 

Managing rivers that span countries needs managing a host of complex hydrological, 

climatological and ecological interdependencies that call for an adaptive, cooperative and 

holistic approach. This is acutely true for the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) river basin 

which is marked by a skewed distribution of wealth and power across frontiers. 

Bangladesh and India are already discussing water sharing agreements on five rivers. 

As an alternative approach, rather than focusing on water sharing, it may be useful to broaden 

the dialogue of sharing the ecosystem benefits such as fisheries, water, navigation, etc. Smaller 

rivers can be a starting point. 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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Research Ideas that can be explored: 

• Undertake research and advocacy to build evidence and create consensus on 

broadening the water cooperation dialogue to move way from water sharing 

towards sharing of ecosystem benefits, such as fisheries, water, navigation, 

etc. 

• Emphasise inter-modal connectivity and undertake focused evidence 

gathering and hence policy advocacy and project planning so as to close 

critical gaps in creating a seamless multi-modal connectivity in the region 

• Study the infrastructure, policy and regulatory challenges (e.g. cabotage rules 

and regulations) to feasible IWT in the sub-region to come up with concrete 

policy prescriptions and ideas 

• Conduct intensive and market driven research to understand the pre- 

requisites towards developing regional value chains on Agri-horticulture  and 

forestry products. This should include identifying the right mix of products 

(based on market demand and trends and also enable a shift towards low 

climate impact), seasonality of production-supply, possible production-

aggregation-processing clusters, target markets, transport and logistics 

considerations, etc. 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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ANNEXURE 1 

 
Webinar Proceedings: Key Points Made by Speakers 

 
Welcome Address: Mr. Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director, Asian Confluence 

1. Welcoming all distinguished delegates, participants and observers at the inaugural 

edition of the AsConNADI Conversation Series, Mr. Dutta highlighted this initiative 

as a continuation of ‘NADI’, a flagship program of the Asian Confluence to celebrate 

the shared riverine heritage of Ganga-Brahmaputra- Meghna region in its entire 

grandeur; ecological, social, cultural and economic. 

 
2. With around 54 transboundary rivers between India and Bangladesh, the region is 

robustly tied in bonds of a shared destiny with enormous possibilities of cooperation to 

usher in inclusive prosperity and development, which is economically viable and 

ecologically sustainable. 

 
3. The idea of this particular series is to carry forward conversations with stakeholders of 

various disciplines (re: policymakers, scientists, academia, industry & private sectors, 

strategic communities, grass-root riverine communities and youths) in order to discuss 

issues related to climate change adaptation, bio-diversity preservation, maintaining land 

use for riverine health, forestry and hill-economy development, ensuring regional food 

security, promoting riverine art and culture, Nature based conservation solutions, urban 

development and rivers, creating Agri-sector value chain and developing MSMEs along 

IWT routes and so on and so forth. 

 

4. The concept of climate Smart growth is essentially ideated as an inclusive growth that 

factors in the impacts on sustainability with particular reference to climate change and 

the effective ways to mitigate the same. 

 
5. The launching of this virtual initiative in the year of Mujib Borsho (on the occasion of 

the centennial birth anniversary of the founding leader of Bangladesh, Bangabandhu 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman) will hold special significance, as it will hopefully culminate 

to a larger event next year, in order to celebrate 50 years of Bangladesh. 

Chair: Ms. Deepa. G Wadhwa, Distinguished Fellow, Asian Confluence 

1. Bangladesh is where India’s Neighbourhood First Policy and Act East Policy converge 

and synergize. 

2. With 1,116 Kms of riverine boundaries between Bangladesh and India, high priority is 

been given to revive the networks of inland waterways which can 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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promote economic development and prosperity, both bilaterally as countries and as 

regions, with groupings such as SAARC, BBIN and BIMSTEC. 

 
3. The development of IWT has brought in developments in multiple areas, most of them 

closely linked to actual livelihoods of the people in this region such agriculture, trade, 

industry, tourism and related supply chains and  infrastructure. Bangladesh’s strategic 

positioning in providing the much needed sea connectivity to the Northeast and the 

other landlocked neighbours make the development of IWT more significant an 

element, in the sub-regional cooperation. 

 
4. The first cargo vessel from Bangladesh reaching Tripura, consequential to the 

expansion of Indo-Bangladesh Protocol routes, agreed to in May, 2020 are great 

examples of recent developments, amidst these difficult circumstances. 

Distinguished Address: HE Mr. Md. Shahriar Alam, Hon’ble Minister of State for Foreign 

Affairs, Government of Bangladesh 

1. When one says that Bangladesh share 54 trans-boundary rivers with India, one talks 

about the opulent harvest of fusing culture, crafts and trade developed over generations. 

Riverine connectivity had for long been the treasured highway of accord among the 

people and the ecology they sustain. Sharing a river means sharing oil, which the river 

brings from one side to the other, and much more. 

 
2. Water carried by Bangladesh’s mighty river network is the country’s greatest boon and 

worst bane, at the same time. Regional elements of climate change, Himalayan 

deforestation and glacier melting, silting of river beds and an absence of appropriate 

river basin management are having an irreparable impact on the region. While river 

bank erosion is causing huge loss of cultivable land each year, an alarming prediction 

estimates a loss of around 4000 sq. Km. of river valleys and estuaries due to erosion, 

by 2025. 

 
3. As Bangladesh does not hold prospects of conservation of run-off water due to its flat 

topography, Bangladesh is consequential to flash floods. On the other hand, per capita 

surface water availability in Bangladesh is less than half against the demand in the dry 

season, which adds up to the misery. 

 
4. Extensive commercial navigation results in artificial lowering of the river bed, causing 

‘water table’ of the surrounding areas to drop, adversely affecting agriculture. 

Canalization and hydropower infrastructure disrupt and alter riverine ecosystems. 

Cross-border anthropogenic interventions, with numerous upstream water-diversions, 

have already invoked catastrophe for Bangladesh’s river system. Thus, one needs to 

take a sustainable approach towards navigating the already existing protocol routes. 

http://www.asianconfluence.org/
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5. The man-made problem of barges carrying fly ash, polluting the Indo-Bangladesh 

Protocol routes has to be taken into serious consideration. 

 
6. Fresh water security is one of the most pressing issues facing Bangladesh. Solution to 

this crisis clearly relies on managing a host of complex hydrological, climatological 

and ecological interdependencies that call for an adaptive, cooperative and integrated 

approach to the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) river basin management. GBM 

regime extends far beyond mediating conflicts and allocating water share amid skewed 

distribution of wealth and power across frontiers. 

 
7. Water should be recognized as an instrument of inclusive development, peace- building 

and mutually beneficial diplomacy. The visions and principles underlying 

transboundary river basin management are embedded in all global environmental 

documents. International experience has demonstrated that such cooperation yields 

additional economic dividends that would not otherwise have been possible through 

insular domestic approaches. 

 
8. With one-fifth of the total human population living in South Asia and most of its people 

forced to live in man-made poverty, the region’s prosperity depends largely on efficient 

management of transboundary water resources which in turn needs steady cooperation 

from all co-riparian countries. Water-based collaboration may be one of the best 

answers to the sub-continent’s perennial problems. 

HE Ms. Riva Ganguly Das, High Commissioner of India to Bangladesh 

1. Under the visionary leadership of Hon’ble Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Hon’ble 

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, the bilateral relationship between India and Bangladesh 

has transformed quite significantly over the past few years. The neighborhood policy of 

India resonates with Prime Minister Modi’s vision of ‘Sabka Saath Sabka Vikas’, which 

implies that ‘we prosper together’. The Government of India accords top priority to its 

relations with Bangladesh and for India, it is neighborhood first, and in the 

neighborhood, it is Bangladesh first. India has always believed in Bangladesh as a 

close neighbour, the partnership to which is evolving for mutually beneficial 

cooperation. 

 
2. The subject selected by Asian Confluence on India-Bangladesh Cooperation for Inland 

Waterways Development is extremely relevant, especially in the present context, when 

the world is dealing with COVID-19. The focus of today’s discussion is on the multi-

faceted cooperation in using Nadi i.e., inland waterways for trade, economy and people-

to-people contact. River routes in this region have carried people and goods through 

ages. Going back to the history, 
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immediately after liberation of Bangladesh, India and Bangladesh signed Protocol on 

Inland Waterways Trade and Transit (PIWTT) in 1972 to revive these historical trade 

and people to people links. The PIWTT was last renewed for a period of five years with 

provision for auto renewal during Hon’ble Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi’s visit 

to Bangladesh in June 2015. PIWTT permits movement of goods over barges/vessels 

through the river systems of India- Bangladesh on ten specific routes between points in 

India and Bangladesh, and between points in India through Bangladesh. 

 

3. The recently signed 2nd Addendum to PIWTT, in order to include 2 additional routes 

between Sonamura-Daudhkandi and Rajshahi-Godagir-Dhulian with extension upto 

Aricha and five new Ports of Call, makes the total ports of call 11, 2 extended ports of 

call and a total of 10 PIWTT routes. The mutual agreement on introducing trade 

between Chilmari (Bangladesh) and Dhubri (India) through the use of shallow draft 

mechanized vessels is equally significant. 

 

4. In order to strengthen the infrastructure and facilitate waterways connectivity, India in 

partnership with Bangladesh is investing in establishing an Inland Container Port (ICP) 

at Ashuganj, and in widening the existing road between Akhaura Land Port and 

Ashuganj to 4 lanes. These two projects are being implemented under the Indian Line 

of Credit. Government of India is also constructing a new rail link between Akhaura 

and Agartala under grant funding. 

 

5. As rivers in this sub region are seasonal, which swells during the monsoons rains but 

recedes in dry winters, it poses a challenge for cargo vessels, that need a certain assured 

depth of water to sail in. To tackle this challenge both countries have agreed to dredge 

the fairways of the Kushiyara and Jamuna rivers, between Ashuganj and Zakiganj, and 

between Sirajganj and Daikhowa respectively, on an 80:20 cost sharing formula. The 

dredging is ongoing and had started in 2019. 

 

6. Our geographical proximity is our great advantage and should be leveraged for mutual 

benefit. An example of this partnership which stands out is the Agreement on the use 

of Chattogram and Mongla Ports for movement of India`s transit cargo through 

Bangladesh which was signed in 2018. The first trial run under this agreement has 

commenced on 16th July, 2020. Bangladesh vessel “Shejyoti” carrying four (04) 

container cargoes of pulses and TMT Steel bars is going to be flagged off from Syama 

Prasad Mookerjee Port, Kolkata tomorrow and is expected to arrive at Chattogram 

within the next 2-3 days. The cargo will then be transported on Bangladesh trailers from 

Chattogram to its end destination in Agartala and Karimganj via ICP Agartala-Akhaura. 
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7. The above mentioned mutually beneficial agreement will accelerate the integration of 

the nation’s supply chains and logistics sectors. Furthermore, Bangladesh will earn 

revenue as the cargo transit will be through the use of Bangladeshi trucks. 

Operationalization of this agreement will reduce distance, time, logistic cost for 

transportation of goods for India and will lead to development of business services such 

as finance, transport and insurance services in Bangladesh, which is a win-win solution 

for the region. 

 
 

8. Another significant development in connectivity is the beginning of the direct sea 

movement of containerised/bulk/dry cargo between the two countries. Recently, since 

July 2020, foreign vessel operators such as Singapore based Xpress Feeder and Hong 

Kong based Gold Star Line have started regular services between Kolkata- Chattogram 

– Singapore. These new developments are clear indicators of thriving trade in the 

region. 

 
9. With the present 4 lane Chattogram to Dhaka highway and further upgradation of the 

Dhaka to Sylhet Highway into 6 lane highway in future, the connectivity between 

Meghalaya and Chattogram will improve significantly. It is expected that once these 

projects are operational, it will greatly enhance economic cooperation between North 

eastern States of India and Bangladesh and further the development of the logistics and 

transport infrastructure in the region. 

 

10. Revival of these historical arteries of trade will have a direct impact on lives and 

livelihood of the people in this sub region. Not only businesses, but also farmers in this 

rich agricultural belt will benefit as the waterways open up market afield. In addition, 

less energy consumption, low noise, and reduced carbon footprint turn waterway 

transport into a greener and more reliable way of moving freight. Once the full potential 

of these connectivity projects is realized cities like Narayanganj, Sirajganj, Khulna, 

Mongla, Chilmari etc. in Bangladesh and Pandu, Sonamura, Karimganj, Dhubri, Silghat 

etc. in India will witness significant economic transformation. 

 
11. Passenger cruise sailing through the majestic beauty of World Heritage Sites such as 

Sunderbans Manas National Park will establish the region on the global tourism map, 

after the pandemic ends. As the river traffic picks up, people living by the river will get 

direct benefit from the enhanced economic activities. The newly developed 

infrastructure can potentially evolve into thriving logistics hubs, improve regional 

integration, unlocking opportunities for more private investment in this sector. 

12. COVID-19 is one of the most difficult challenges, the world has ever seen, but it is also 

an opportunity to look out for new ideas in terms of innovation. Business 
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community has to come forward to identify the synergies that exist and leverage the 

geographical proximity and the framework of connectivity already in place. 

Special Address: 

 

Dr. Ram Gopal Agarwala, Distinguished Fellow, NITI Ayog 

1. The cooperation of Bangladesh in India’s Act East Policy should be highlighted in more 

details. Infact, more emphasis should be laid on the role of Bangladesh in steering 

cooperation with the rest of Asia. 

 
2. There should be possible explorations of utilizing Inland Waterway Vehicles for better 

promotion of renewable energy sources such as wind and solar power, with a continued 

effort of allotting funds for it. 

 
3. Intermodal connectivity (re: waterways to be connected to railways and roadways and 

vice versa) will make these ongoing initiatives more effective. In places, various modes 

of connectivity are working in silos with the inter modalities not getting emphasized 

enough; in turn hurting the overhead costs and efficiency parameters of the Inland 

Water Transport. 

 
4. In order to promote physical connectivity, one must combine it with enough economic 

viability by creating and maintaining Special Economic Zones (SEZs). The experience 

of Mekong Delta development had similar reasoning that unless there are economic 

clusters, physical connectivityare less prone to be optimised. Tripura has been making 

steady steps of promoting SEZs in attracting businessmen from India, Bangladesh as 

well as other neighbours. Some of the areas suggested for investment are Textile, 

Bamboo, Pineapple, Paper, IT and Health Services. In order to take this to its logical 

conclusion, there has to be a complete ecosystem for these SEZs to flourish. 

Mr. Md. Abdus Samad, Former Senior Secretary, Ministry of Shipping, Bangladesh 

1. Bangladesh and India’s NER has historical, topographical, cultural and economic 

connect, with cordial political understanding. Even before the partition, rivers were 

used for the benefit of the people and post 1971 PIWTT was signed of which two 

addendums already signed with enhanced scopes of cooperation. 

 
2. Transportation through rail or roadways is much expensive as compared to riverine 

transports, which are more climate friendly. 

 
3. It is important to highlight that Brahmaputra and Jamuna are two mighty rivers, 

depositing huge amounts of silt every year. The two Governments of India and 

Bangladesh have agreed to an 80:20 formula for dredging the Brahmaputra- Jamuna 

part. A Joint Venture Company (JVC) has been appointed to dredge 194 
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kms of river that flows in Bangladesh. In case of the Ashuganj-Zakiganj- Karimganj-

Surma-Kushiyara, the same JVC has been appointed for dredging so that vessels from 

Guhawti can come through Sirajganj and move to Zakiganj- Karimganj easily after its 

completion. Land acquisition for building a good terminal at Ashuganj has been 

completed, wherein, four ships can be anchored at a time. Government has also targeted 

a 10,000 km riverine line of Bangladesh to be dredged; from Mongla-Ghorasal-

Narayanganj-Aricha, all under process of dredging. A trial run will begin soon, wherein 

three containers from Kolkata will be arriving at Chittagong and then subsequently go 

to Tripura. 

 
4. More focus should be laid on production and supply chain creation of agriculture and 

forestry products through riverine routes. Assam and Meghalaya being rich in their 

forestry products and Bangladesh, in the production of vegetables as well as seasonal 

fruits like Mangoes, the two countries can help each other in promoting and transporting 

complementary products through enhancing waterways vis-a-vis multimodal 

connectivity. The recent proposal of the Assam Government in trading and marketing 

tea through Bangladesh to other parts of the world has been well received. 

 
5. Although there are 19 shipping related protocols to support trade and commerce 

between the two countries, there is a clear gap in information for the business 

communities  in Bangladesh and India. Better understanding of the protocol routes 

would help these stakeholders further their scope of business. 

 
Trade and Industry Perspective: 

 
Dr. Atiur Rahman, Hon’bleEx-Governor, Bangladesh Bank 

 
1. In the context of the ongoing pandemic, waterways will come as a significant 

infrastructural move in achieving green recovery. It is therefore important to make 

smart investment in reviving natural infrastructure for addressing challenges arising out 

of climate change. Integrating institutional structures in  the like of border ghaats, as 

proposed by Asian Confluence in one of their recent briefs2,will help in reducing carbon 

footprints and bring back bio diversity in and around, complementing commerce and 

local livelihood generation at the same time. Agriculture can also become bio-diversity 

positive along the banks of the rivers. 

 
2. Using rivers as a cost-effective, alternative public transport has got huge environmental 

benefits, which are intangible at times. 

 

 
2https://www.asianconfluence.org/pdf/1594724330AsCon%20Brief%2003.pdf 
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3. COVID-19 has severely impacted livelihood of people across borders who mostly 

engage in agriculture and informal economic activities. Creating alternative livelihoods 

by means of waterways are essential. 

 
4. The need of the hour is to make right investments, jointly with our nearest neighbours 

so that, future damages to nature can be avoided along with improving lives. This will 

require proactive policies in tackling the challenges of climate change through taking 

adaptive measures and carrying out  scientific research in areas of climate smart 

agriculture, transport system, digital data inventory of farmers and other professions 

who may be at risk due to climate change threats like floods, droughts, etc. 

 
5. There are expectations in developing cross border value chain in Agri- horticulture and 

Allied Products between the North East and Bangladesh. Both the Governments have 

introduced trade between Chilmari and Dubri through shallow draft mechanized 

vehicles which will improve the local economy in Bangladesh and lower Assam region 

of India. 

 
6. The private sector has to come on board to make the best use of the policy spaces and 

the goodwill that has already been created in the process.  The abundant supply of 

natural agricultural products (mostly organic) in the North East and the already 

developed Bangladeshi corporate in the food processing sector can lead to a win-win 

proposition for both countries, if the private sector can be motivated to take advantage 

of the opportunities due to enhanced water connectivity. 

 
7. Some of the key recommendations shared in the Asian Confluence paper like promotion 

of production and aggregation of small surplus in the sub-region, developing seamless 

transport networks, reducing freight costs by lowering tariff and non-tariff barriers, 

building world-class processing units in alignment with global based practices and 

encouraging more developed high-value added supply chains through cooperation in 

the areas of finance, investment, technology and institutional development are 

pragmatic and forward-looking. 

 
8. Bangladesh also looks forward to a free trade agreement between the two countries to 

further facilitate multi-modal, low-cost and inclusive trade and commerce. 

Mr. Kiran Gitte, IAS Secretary, Industries and Commerce, Tripura 

1. Although, internal connectivity within the Northeast has improved in the past few years, 

connectivity with the mainland is still a problem. Considering the mountainous terrains 

of the NER, Inland Water Transport is the safest and most cost-effective. 
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2. Installation of a permanent jetty at the Sonamura-Srimantapur port would largely 

benefit business community’s vis-a-vis end consumers of both the countries in 

flourishing trade, business and commerce. 

 
3. There arepotentially four locations in Tripura, in the likes of Agartala (already 

operational), Sonamura, Belonia and Sabroom, which can be connected to Chattogram 

(Chittagong), via Mongla Port and Ashuganj. The connectivity from Sabroom to 

National Highway-1 which further connects Dhaka to Chattogram is also important. A 

SEZ has already been planned at Sabroom along with the Integrated Check Post. All 

these initiatives will not limit within Tripura but magnifyin the entire North East. 

Mr. Syed Yasser Hiader Rizvi, MD, Alliance Holding Limited 

1. In order to make sure that the new Daudkandi - Sonamura route flourishes, it is pertinent 

to focus on identifying suitable transshipment points for facilitating transfer of cargo 

to/from the smaller barges. Due to draft challenges, only small barges of 300 – 500MT 

can be shipped on the Daudkandi – Sonamura route. However, in order to make the 

movement of goods, cost-competitive, larger barges of 1,500 – 2,000MT will be 

required on the Kolkata / Haldia to Daudkandi route as well as Mongla to Daudkandi 

route. 

 
2. While Ashuganj is already in place to being recognized on the protocol route as a 

transshipment point, there are still infrastructure limitations and limited options for 

vessels to travel further into India. Therefore, formal declaration of new transshipment 

points at Pangaon and Muktarpur Terminal for Indian Transit Cargo is essential for the 

new route to be successful. 

 
3. Importance of commercial viability of barges must be looked upon, in order to make 

the route successful. There should be flexibility in allowing barges to carry both transit 

and bilateral cargo. While waterways are an advantageous mode of transport in relation 

to roads, one of the practical challenges of shifting to the waterways is the minimum 

parcel size. Fora trader based in Tripura, it is perhaps practical to send 3 – 4 truckloads 

of goods but filling an entire vessel is a different challenge.Therefore, there should be 

flexibility in allowing multiple shippers and different cargo types. 

 
4. Traders and businesses are reluctant to move into new spaces even if it is more 

advantageous. Changing mindset is a challenge where the government can play a role 

in providing subsidies to barge operators for helping them to establish the route. In the 

new Sonamura route on the Gomati river, initial volumes are low and it is unlikely that 

the private sector will be willing to subsidize the initial losses which can take a year or 

two. Hence, Government assistance for the initial 
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years can go a long way towards helping the new route becoming one that is reliable 

and a viable alternative for the NER traders using the existing Siliguri corridor route. 

Mr. Amlan Basu, MD, AVS Group 

1. In the last 10 years, through various policies like Look East Policy and Act East Policy, 

the country is concentrating in developing connectivity and logistic support for the 

North East territory. North East is a predominantly SME and MSME zone; hence a 

barge that will carry 800/1000 tones straight up to Ashuganj using the PIWTT route 

may not be beneficial for the inhabitants of the region 

 
2. One of the important questions is whether the route should use Mongla or Chittagong. 

Initially, it was Chittagong because the direct connectivity from Kolkata/Haldia is 

straight up to Chittagong and one does not have the service from Kolkata/Haldia to 

Mongla. 

 
3. The importance of ideating connectivity through waterways is essential. Initially, the 

gestation period is difficult regarding the coastal connectivity. Gunter Pauli’s 

introduction of the concept of blue economy is the most relevant concept to go ahead 

with a multi-modal connectivity  between sea, river, if possible, air and also the land 

across-borders. 

4. Using the India-Bangladesh protocol and coastal routes can easily come up to North, if 

it is not a time-sensitive cargo. Time-sensitiveness can also be procured by 

technological advancements using containers as cold storage and using 

organic/perishable fruits or other goods from North-East can come up to the mainland 

through NCR connectivity. 

 

ANNEXURE 2 : Q&A session: 

Question/Observation 1- (IUCN ASIA Office) Mr. Vishwa Ranjan and Mr. Rafeal 

Bangladesh speaker emphasized on the need for a river basin approach and also that the 

two countries are discussing water sharing agreements on five rivers. Rather than 

focusing on water sharing, why can’t we broaden the dialogue of sharing the ecosystem 

benefits such as fisheries, water, navigation? This will lead the way to the development of 

Basin Management approaches, small shared rivers and a good starting point 

Answer (Dr. Atiur Rehman)- I agree. Instead of a piece-meal approach, it is better to take a 

broader and integrated approach and that is where both our governments are moving towards. 

Question/Observation 2 - (Journalist) Mr. Pratim Bose 
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How much cargo was moved by river/sea between April and June during the lockdown? 

Answer- (Mr. Amlan Basu) It is a very relevant question that how much cargo have been 

moved when the entire world was down with a pandemic. Before coming to the point on how 

much cargo was moved, let it be informed that approximately 1100- 1200TEUs, i.e. Twenty-

Foot-Equivalent Unit were stranded, not getting any connections at Kolkata and Haldia only 

for Chittagong. So whatever vessels were plying in between, if you are talking about April to 

June, then the figure will be 6 number of voyages carrying 300 odd containers. So,1800 TEUs 

has been carried by them and 1200 TTUs to cater to that two new services have been introduced 

by two foreign vessel operators; Gold Star Line and Expressway. So, the total goods moved is 

around about 3000-4000 TUs and even then, the major reason was that the Petrapole border 

was closed by the State Government due to COVID-19 

(HE Amb. Riva Ganguly Das, High Commissioner of India)- We discovered a huge 

potential in railway movement between India and Bangladesh during the COVID period. So, 

when we talk about multi-modal, and if it works with the inland waterways, it can be a real 

game changer. A shipment of chilis was loaded in Hyderabad on 11th July and it reached 

yesterday. This is the time that we can push a lot of initiatives because we have to find ways to 

make sure there is no disruption in the supply chain. 

India offered Bangladesh the right to access Indian ports for third-party exports. Will 

Bangladesh consider it? 

Answer (Mr. Md. Abdus Samad) Now, responding to question on third country 

transshipment, it is a very important issue and the Government of India placed this issue in the 

last Shipping Secretary Level Talks (SSLT). We talked about the issue in detail. One study 

done by a Bangladeshi Institution has not recommended this because cost and time will be 

higher. But we discussed the issue and decided that a team of Bangladeshi officials will visit, 

study and submit recommendations to the Government but the pandemic situation has made 

this difficult. Third country issue is also important for Bangladeshi importers. Bangladeshi 

shipping owners also demand this as 95% or 99% ships are from Bangladesh. But it is a question 

of easy export, cost reduction, doing business easier and many other factors. 

Question/Observation- 3 (Anonymous) 

Is there any way that the transshipment facility at Muktarpur and Pangaon can be 

provided till the time Ashuganj is upgraded? 

Answer (Mr. Md. Abdus Samad)-Surrounding Dhaka, there is huge congestion. Dhaka, 

Narayanganj, Pangaon and Muktarpur has huge congestion too. Regarding development of 

Ashuganj, the port is still functioning as transshipment facility and the Ministry of Shipping 

will try to quickly finish the construction and development of the terminal.

http://www.asianconfluence.org/


25 

                                                                                                                                                              
                                                                                                                                                               NADI Conversation 

www.asianconfluence.org  

Using Muktarpur and Pangaon as transshipment is a policy decision and definitely the 

Government will study it and decide accordingly. 
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