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BANGKOK: A ruling by Bangladesh’s top court
granting rivers the same legal rights as people
could hurt the poor fishing and farming commu-
nities that depend on them, human rights ac-
tivists said. The Supreme Court declared this
week that all Bangladesh’s rivers had the legal
status of living entities, a move aimed at protect-
ing them from growing pollution, encroachments
and illegal dredging.

“Water is likely to be the most pressing en-
vironmental concern of the next century,” the
court said in its order, calling for rivers to be
protected “at all costs”. The ruling followed a
2016 petition and came after similar moves from
countries including New Zealand, India and
Colombia, and the U.S. state of Ohio to give legal
rights to rivers and lakes. Himanshu Thakkar, co-
ordinator of the advocacy group South Asia
Network on Dams, Rivers and People, said such
rulings may make riverside communities more
vulnerable to eviction.

“Countries are jumping onto the bandwagon
without setting up proper frameworks to check
pollution and improve conservation,” he said
yesterday. “The New Zealand ruling recognised
communities as stakeholders, and that is key.
Otherwise, fishermen and farmers who have tra-
ditionally lived by rivers, but do not have legal
rights to do so, may be more vulnerable to evic-

tion.” Three Himalayan rivers converge in
Bangladesh to form the world’s largest delta and
nearly 80% of the densely populated country of
165 million people is floodplain.

Millions live on or alongside rivers, relying on
them for fishing and farming. Authorities have al-
ready started evicting informal settlements along
river banks in the capital Dhaka, human rights
groups said. The government estimates more
than 2.2 million people live in slums and informal
settlements, although land rights groups say the
number is far higher. “The government must take
stock of poor communities who need resettle-
ment, or protection from industries and real es-
tate developers,” said Mohammad Abdul Matin,
general secretary of human rights group
Bangladesh Poribesh Andolan.

“If enacted well, the verdict will be helpful in
returning the rivers to the people who have his-
torically depended on them.” The court appointed
Bangladesh’s National River Conservation Com-
mission (NRCC), a government agency, as the
legal guardian of rivers. Chairman Muzibur Rah-
man Howlader said the NRCC was framing poli-
cies that would take local communities into
account. “Protecting the rivers also means pro-
tecting the entire eco-system, which includes fish-
ermen and farmers who live on the banks. Their
rights will also be protected,” he said. — Reuters

Fears of evictions as Bangladesh 
gives rivers legal rights

Rights to protect rivers from pollution, encroachments

At least 4 dead, 
21 missing after 
Pakistan boat 
capsizes
PESHAWAR: At least four people have been killed and
21 still missing after a boat capsized in northwest Pak-
istan, officials said yesterday, with a rescue operation
continuing as hopes for finding survivors fade. The boat
was carrying passengers along the Indus River from
Shangla to Haripur district in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province on Wednesday when it overturned.

“There were 38 people on the boat when the incident
occurred and 13 people saved their lives by swimming to
the shore,” local police official Zahid Ullah told AFP.  “We
have retrieved four dead bodies from the river including
two women and children,” he said. “The flow of the water
is very fast the river is very deep which has dimmed the
chances of survival, however we will continue the rescue
operation till the last individual is found,” he added. 

Senior police official Mohammad Ali Babakhel said
the accident took place in a remote location with little
communication, meaning officials did not learn of it until
well after it happened. “People only came to know about
the incident when a second boat carrying passengers
passed through the area,” he told AFP. “The rescue op-
eration is still going on but there are little chances of sur-
vival,” he said.  Babakhel said the locals in the northern
districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa use boats for travelling
because the roads in the area are unpaved and it saves
them time. —AFP

India recovers 13 
bodies after 
dam breach
MUMBAI: Thirteen bodies have been recovered in
western India after the heaviest monsoon rains in a
decade breached a dam and caused mayhem in Mumbai,
authorities said yesterday. Eleven people were still miss-
ing after the dam in Ratnagiri, around 275 kilometers
south of Mumbai, burst on Wednesday and swamped
seven local villages, rescuers said. “We have commenced
rescue operations for the second day and recovered 13
dead bodies. We are still trying to find remaining vic-
tims,” National Disaster Response Force spokesman
Alok Awasthy told AFP. 

In Mumbai, the death toll from a wall collapse in a
slum on Tuesday rose to 26 as the city braced for 200
millimeters of fresh rain forecast in the coming days. Six
laborers also died in the nearby city of Pune when an-
other wall collapsed on Tuesday. Building collapses and
dam breaches are common during the monsoon in India
due to dilapidated structures that buckle under the
weight of continuous rain.

Torrential downpours in Mumbai-a city of 20 million-
earlier this week caused traffic misery as floods swamped
roads and railways and forced the closure of the airport’s
main runway, which remained off limits yesterday. India’s
second-busiest airport cancelled 75 flights on Wednes-
day and more than 100 on Tuesday, causing chaos for
passengers. —AFP

DHAKA: People cross the heavily polluted Buriganga river by boat in Dhaka,
Bangladesh. —Reuters

HARIPUR: In this picture a Pakistani rescue worker carries the body of a child
after a boat capsized in the Indus River in the Haripur district. — AFP


