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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1  Background

Haor with their unique hydro-ecological characteristics are large bowl shaped floodplain depressions
located in the north-eastern region of Bangladesh covering about 1.99 million ha (19,998 sqg. km.) of
area and accommodating about 19.37 million people. There are 373 haor/wetlands located in the
districts of Sunamganj, Habiganj, Netrakona, Kishoreganj, Sylhet, Maulvibazar and Brahmanbaria.
These 373 haor cover an area of about 858,000 ha which is about 43% of the total area of the haor
region. It is a mosaic of wetland habitats including rivers, streams, canals, large areas of seasonally
flooded cultivated plains and beels. Number of haor and their areas in haor districts are given below
in the Table 1.1. The haor of the North East region and district-wise locations are shown in Figure 1.1
to Figure 1.8.

The physical setting and hydrology of the haor
X . . X X Table 1.1: District wise number and area of haor
region produce a unique hydrological regime, which

. . . Total Haor area No. of
creates innumerable opportunities as well as  District ) )
) ) ] ) areain ha in ha haor
constraints for the inhabitants. Annual rainfall -
Sunamganj 367,000 268,531 95
ranges from 2200 mm along the western boundary .

o . . Habiganj 263,700 109,514 14
to 5800 mm. in its north east corner and is as high as E—— 274,400 79,345 =)
12000 mm in the headwaters of some catchments Kishoreganj 273,100 133,043 97
extending to India. The region receives water from Sylhet 349,000 189,909 105
the catchment slopes of the Shillong Plateau across , . 279,900 47,602 3
the borders in India to the north and the Tripura ., . ponia 192,700 29616 7
Hills in India to the southeast. Flash flood is the main 1. 1,999,800 858,460 373

disaster here which engulfs the primary production

sector (e.g., agriculture) and thus threatens the lives and livelihoods of the inhabitants of the haor
region. Excess rainfall in the upstream hilly areas and subsequent runoff, river sedimentation,
unplanned road and water management infrastructure, deforestation and hill cuts, landslide,
improper drainage and the effect of climate change and variability can be viewed as the main
reasons for the devastation caused by flash floods.

The financial statement of the Government of Bangladesh as reflected in the Budget 2010-11 clearly
recognised the fact that “People of the haor areas of the country's north-eastern region are more
poverty stricken than the other regions. Crops in this region are very often damaged by flash floods.
“Evaluating the past and present status of haor and swamps, an integrated Master Plan incorporating
sustainable and appropriate strategy and management is being formulated for comprehensive
development of haor areas.”

The haor area is still under-developed due to its physical and hydrological settings, although it is one
of the major economic production zones of the country. Agriculture and fisheries are the main bases
of the diversified economic resources of the area. About 0.71 million ha of net cultivable land is
available in this area, which produces more than 5.25 million tons of paddy each year. However,
sudden intrusion of flash flood may destroy agricultural production of about 0.33 million ha, worth
Tk. 3,486 million or 3% of the national agricultural contribution to theGross Domestic Product(GDP).
Since Boro rice is the only crop produced annually in most of the haor areas, the current economic
system for non-aquatic resources offers very limited potential in terms of poverty alleviation.
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Despite the economic importance of the zone, people of the haor area are poorer than elsewhere in
Bangladesh. More than 28% of the total haorpopulation lives below the Lower Poverty Line (LPL).
Agriculture is the principal livelihood of the farmers who cultivate a single crop in the year whole.
This single crop remains under the constant threat of partial to complete damage from the early
onrush of flash floods. Increasing fisheries productivity, mainly open water fishery and the
importance of fisheries in the economy should be given priority since the area has huge potential of
various fish production.

Haors are rich in aquatic biodiversity, particularly in diverse fish species. There are 140 species of fish
in the haor region, which is also home to thousands of migratory birds. The area is thus steadily
becoming anarea of popular tourist attraction in Bangladesh. Fish culture is an important economic
activity in the haor area. The fishermen face economic, social and technical constraints in pursuing
their occupation. They are relatively poor and often cannot meet up their basic needs from existing
fisheries management practices. Over the years, many species of fish have become rare or have
decreased significantly due to overfishing and habitat destruction. Again, sedimentation in rivers,
canals and waterbodies creates disturbance in the local ecology in terms of disruption of fish
breeding cycles and migration routes. These all lead to reduction of fish population, productivity and
production.

Water transportation is a very important and essential component of the economic activity of the
region. However, navigation network is deteriorating due to sedimentation in the adjoining rivers
and haor.

The haorregion has long been lagging behind mainstream national development although the
economic development of Bangladesh is moving steadily at a moderate pace. The government has
taken many initiatives including the preparation of national and regional strategies to steer
economic growth and has accordingly prepared plans over the years to boost up the country’s
development. It is difficult to foresee the country’s overall progress without the development of the
haorregion as it covers a major part of the country and population which deserves special
development initiatives. The future challenges in the context of climate change are also a major
concern for the sustainable development of the region.

At present, sectoral development initiatives have been executed and/or are being executed by
different agencies within respective sectoral considerations. However, no macro level studies have
been conducted so far to review the impacts of such sectoral development to interact with the
overall development of this ecologically critical zone of haor, Baors and Wetlands. The natural
resources that contribute significantly in the socio-economic development of the country are also
getting depleted and degraded rapidly. The present practice manifests that different agencies are
involved in their sectoral objectives and targets, which sometimes lack coordination and an
integrated approach to development.

Therefore, a Master Plan is required for the haor area to harness the development potential by
addressing the issues as well as to gain comprehensive understanding on the present hydrological
and hydro-morphological characteristics and conditions, land-use patterns, ecological sensitivity and
water quality situation. The Bangladesh Haor and Wetland Development Board (BHWDB)has taken
the timely initiative of developing a comprehensive Master Plan for integrated development of the
haor area and to preserve, protect and restore the ecosystem as well as to protect the people of this
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area from natural disasters and to improve the livelihood of poor people. The BHWDB engaged the
Center for Environmental and Geographic Information Services (CEGIS), a Public Trust under the
Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR), for preparing the Plan.

Policies, strategies and plans relevant to the haor have been extensively reviewed to identify the
targeted goal and priorities and to establish linkage with the Plan. The Master Plan has been
prepared to translate the directives of the national policies, strategies and plans. The Plan provides
the future development options based on analysis of the problems, issues, opportunities, strengths
and risks of each sector. It has been formulated in an integrated manner envisioning mainly flood
management, environmental sustainability, production of crop, fisheries and livestock, expansion of
education, settlement and health facilities, road communication, navigation, water supply &
sanitation, industry, afforestation, tourism, use of mineral resources and generation of power and
energy.

This Master Plan is a framework plan for developing the haor region through optimal utilisation of
natural and human resources for the next 20 years (up to 2032). The Plan has been formulated
following the principles of the Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM). This is a definite
framework plan for the integrated development of haor area thereby ensuring preservation of haor,
wetlands and their ecosystem. It will be implemented on the short, medium and long term basis
with provision for updating and incorporating rationale changes in demand and land use.
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Figure 1.1: Haor of the North East region of Bangladesh
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