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A Critique
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Bangladesh’s flood action plan of 1990 is a good example of the
unrealistic and expensive schemes that agencies like the World
Bank have pushed on third world countries without a realistic
appraisal of experiences within the country.

IM 1987 and 1988 Bangladesh faced ex-
cessive annual floods which drew broad
international attention after the flood-
waters reached foreign embassies in
Dhaka's Gulshan area. Bangladesh’s large
donors then, after many years’ neglect, got
alarmed to the devastations caused by the
yearly floods, and sent out teams com-
peting to find the proper, permanent
‘solution’ to prevent future flood dama-
ges. Thus, the French government under
Mitterrand appointed a team of engineers,
and others—Japan, the UNDP and the
LISAID—engaged their own expatriate ex-
perts to devise elaborate flood preven-
tion/flood control schemes. The World
Bank was ultimately asked to co-ordinate
the various efforts. Under its auspices, an
international conference was held in
December 1989, and subsequently the
World Bank drafted what has come to be
known as the 'Flood Action Plan® or FAP
(dated May 1990).

It is important to review the FAF,
because, if executed, it will have far-
reaching consequences for Bangladesh's
economy and environment. The FAP con-
sists of some 26 studies and pilot schemes,
of which 11 are considered main compo-
nents and the remaining 15 ‘supportive’
in kind. Implementation of these projects
does not seem o have gotten very far yet,
with conflicts of interests appearing
within the Bangladesh bureaucracy in the
very first, preparatory phase, and with
various delays in the finalisation of the
projects’ so-called *Terms of References’
(TERs) by foreign, ‘expert’ teams. (See
Shapan Adnan's Floods, People and the
Environmernt, Dhaka, July 1991.)
Ultimately, however, the plan aims at the
construction of tall embankments along
both sidés of Bangladesh’s three main
rivers, the Ganges, Brahmaputra and
Meghna, and the costs of such construc-
tion would be huge: initial estimates put
the figure at 5 to 10 billion US dollars
which would make the FAP the “very big-
gest development project in Bangladesh
history™ (see ‘Birth of a Megaproject:
Political Economy of Flood Control in
Bangladesh® by James Boyce in En-
vironmenial Management, Vol 14, No 4).

Mow, since there is a tendency (o erect
a smoke-screen in order to counter the ris-
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ing criticism of the FAP, it is necessary to
emphasise that the construction of tall
embankments is indeed the ultimate
essence of the plan. This is evident both
from the order of priorities within the
Flood Action Plan, as drafted in 1990, as
also from the 11 ‘guiding principles® which
the Ershad regime drew up in preparation
for the FAP; the principles included “safe
convevance of the large cross border flows
to the Bay of Bengal™ by construction of
“embankments on both sides” of the
major rivers. It was further re-confirmed
at a seminar held at Delft University, the
Metherlands, in September 1991, where the
Dutch representative on the FAP, Van
Ellen, insisted: “the belief that effective
protection against Mooding in Bangladesh
is possible only by constructing a system
of embankments along all the major
rivers” is the very “basis of the Flood Ac-
tion Plan™ Van Ellen leaves no doubt
about the fact that the variety of measures
proposed in the FAP should lead 1o “the
confinement of all major rivers of the
country between embankments on both
sides)”

FLow OF CRITICISM

A number of articles appeared criticis-
ing the plan immediately after its publica-
tion which underlines the fact that the op-
position against the Flood Action Plan is
not the aberration of a Leftwing intellec-
tual alone, but is in fact shared by a broad
spectrum of Bangladeshi and western eco-
nomists and environmental experts, as
also a major section of the international
aid establishment.

The American economist James Boyce
in an article entitled ‘Birth of a Megapro-
ject: Political Economy of Flood Control
in Bangladesh’ on Environmenial
Management has lashed out in particular
at the French-proposed scheme of tall em-
bankments availing internal, World Bank
sources o back up his profound critique,
An article by Laurent Zecchini in the
French daily Le Monde, in the wake of the
April cyclone, mentions that more and
more experts question the wisdom of
building/rehabilitating 3,350 to 4,000 km
of embankmeént-structures of the planned
size 0of 4.5 1o 7.4 m high. The article refers
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to French megalomania, expressed in At-
tali's comment that “Our Century has a
Meed 1o Build Cathedrales, otherwise the
world will perish of boredom”. The case
submission regarding the FAP to the
‘International Water Tribunal’, drafied by
the San Francisco based International
Rivers Network (April 1991) lists eight
major objections against the Flood Action
Plan, four of which could be termed
‘environmental’ ones; the document con-
cludes: “*Rather than providing the pro-
tection from catastrophic flooding that
the project is designed for, construction
of high embankments would actually in-
crease the risk of devastating flooding™
Then, there is the extensive review, in_book
form, by the Bangladeshi economist,
Shapan Adnan, entitled Floods, People
and the Environment, a study financed by
NORAD, Adnan, amongst others, ques-
tions the scientific validity of the World
Bank's approach. The article “The Rivers
That Won't be Tamed' by the environmen-
tal journalist Fred Pearce ( The New Scien-
rist, April 13, 1991) extensively guotes
from the USAID-sponsored ‘Eastern
Waters Study' which castigates plans (o
channel the rivers between high embank-
ments as “engineering hubris likely to lead
to massive waste of scarce resources’; ac-
cording to this study, *embankments do
not reduce Mood water, but merely move
it”,—i e, to areas closer to the sea where
people are already most exposed to the
risks of catastrophes. Last, but not least,
mention should be made of the ‘Report
of the Task Force on Action Plan for
Flood Control’, drafted by a Commission
set up under the interim government of
president Shahabuddin Ahmed (February
26, 1991). The report criticises the fact that
the Flood Action Plan has not been ex-
posed to public debate, and insists that
“the need of public debate is still valid"™;
it recommends a moratorium on all con-
struction activities until the results of
studies regarding the plan's socio-econo-
mic and emvironmental impact be available,

Amongst the various objections against
the proposal to construct tall embank-
ments, the first one relates to the very
nature of Bangladesh's river system. First,
these rivers belong to the very larpest ones
in the world, the width of each of them
being almost unparalleled: the Ganges at
some points is 5 km in width, the Brahma-
putra 10to 15 km, and the lower Meghna
as much as 15 to 20 km. With these rivers
all converging in a relatively small area,
anvbody intereSted in ‘taming’ them is
forced to realise that they form an ‘in-
tegrated circuit® which can hardly be com-
pared to rivers which have been -tamed
elsewhere in the world. On these grounds
the idea that the control of the Bangla-
deshi rivers can be modelled on that of
the American Mississippi (as was done in
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