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Visit Report of Dr. Ranbir Singh, IAS (R), Chairman, Brahmaputra Board on Cross-
Border Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue on Trade and Tourism in the Brahmaputra Basin,
held on 27 April 2026 in Thimphu, Bhutan

Overview and Background:

The Cross-Border Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue on Trade and Tourism in the
Brahmaputra Basin, held on 27 April 2026 in Thimphu, Bhutan, brought together
policymakers, practitioners, researchers, and industry stakeholders from across the sub-region
to deliberate on strengthening regional connectivity through inland waterways. The event was
organised by the Indian Institute of Technology Guwahati and CUTS International and hosted
by the Bhutan Chamber of Commerce and Industry, as detailed in the event agenda.

The Brahmaputra basin, spanning India, Bhutan, and Bangladesh, holds immense
potential for regional trade and tourism. However, this potential has remained largely under-
utilized due to longstanding institutional bottlenecks, infrastructural deficiencies, and weak
cross-border coordination. Border regions in particular have experienced limited economic
integration despite strong geographic proximity and shared river systems. Structural
challenges such as sub-optimal multimodal connectivity, non-standardized trade procedures,
limited infrastructure along trade routes, and underdeveloped regional value chains continue
to constrain growth. In addition, the absence of a holistic river basin approach has hindered
sustainable development of inland waterways in the basin.

Against this backdrop, the dialogue aimed to identify key barriers to cross-border
trade and tourism, explore the role of inland waterways in enhancing connectivity, promote
policy harmonisation among countries, highlight infrastructure and investment needs, ensure
inclusiveness, and develop actionable pathways for strengthening regional cooperation.

Speakers Perspectives:

The opening session set the strategic context for the discussions. Tandy Wangchuk,
President of the Bhutan Chamber of Commerce and Industry (BCCI), in his welcome
address, emphasized that challenges related to trade and tourism in the Brahmaputra basin
cannot be addressed by any single country in isolation. He stressed the importance of regional
cooperation and highlighted the need to view inland waterways as part of a broader
multimodal connectivity framework that includes road and rail networks.

Bipul Chattopadhyay, Executive Director of CUTS International, in his opening
remarks, underscored that while infrastructure development is essential, it alone cannot
unlock the full potential of cross-border trade. He emphasized the need for policy
harmonisation across countries to ensure seamless movement of goods and services. He also
highlighted the importance of capacity building among stakeholders, including government
agencies, local operators, and private sector actors. He highlighted the importance of
strengthening institutional capabilities, improving awareness of trade procedures to relevant
stakeholders, and fostering coordination are critical to translating infrastructure investments
into tangible outcomes.

Prof. Anamika Barua from the Indian Institute of Technology Guwahati (IITG), in her
context-setting remarks, emphasized that the key objective of such dialogues is to influence
policy-making to enable transformative changes in the Brahmaputra basin. She highlighted

1/4



E-27011/5/2024-ESTT-I-HQ 1/17661/2026

the growing importance of inland waterways as a cost-effective and environmentally
sustainable mode of transport and stressed on the need to understand basin-level ecological
dynamics and socio-economic dependencies, particularly the livelihoods of riverine
communities.

The first technical session on “Unlocking the Brahmaputra for Regional Trade and
Tourism” chaired by Dr. Ranbir Singh, Chairman of the Brahmaputra Board, focused on the
importance of such dialogue platforms to discuss regulatory frameworks, operational
challenges, and pathways for enhancing trade and tourism. Panellist of the session, Md.
Alamgir Kabir, Director of Bangladesh Inland Water Transport Authority (BIWTA), noted
that while trade between India and Bangladesh has increased in recent months, similar
progress has not been observed in trade linkages involving Bhutan. He pointed out that
existing frameworks such as preferential trade arrangements remain under-utilized and
highlighted tourism as a potential catalyst for strengthening connectivity through enhanced
people-to-people interactions. He also drew attention to perception-related challenges in
Bangladesh, indicating the need for stronger advocacy and communication.

Panellist, Subhakar Dandapat, former official of Inland Waterways Authority of India
(IWAI), currently an inland waterways expert and a consultant with the World Bank,
highlighted systemic and procedural challenges affecting cross-border trade. He emphasized
the lack of standardization in trade procedures and the need for modernization of
infrastructure and fleets to meet increasing demand. He stressed the importance of financial
support from governments and the need for capacity building across countries. He also
pointed to emerging opportunities such as economic zones along the Brahmaputra (in India)—
Jamuna (in Bangladesh) stretch, while emphasizing the role of media and advocacy in
addressing awareness gaps amongst the stakeholders.

Panellist, Sanjeev Kumar, Assistant Hydrographic Surveyor at IWAI, provided an
overview of developments in India’s inland water transport sector. He highlighted the
expansion of inland waterways, ongoing dredging efforts, development of ship repair
facilities, and plans to operationalize new national waterways. He also emphasized the
growing potential of cruise tourism along the Brahmaputra. At the same time, he identified
key technical challenges such as seasonal navigability issues, heavy siltation, and high
sediment loads, stressing the need for a holistic and ecosystem-based development approach.

Panellist, Monowar Hussain, International inland waterways expert and former
Director of BIWTA, emphasized the importance of translating technical solutions into
practical implementation. He highlighted the need for integrated river basin planning,
covering aspects such as irrigation, bank stabilization, ecosystem health, and navigation. He
noted that while master plans exist, effective implementation requires cross-sectoral
coordination and sustained dialogue.

Ranbir Singh, Chairman of Brahmaputra Board emphasized the basin-wide
perspective, noting that a majority of rivers in India’s North-East Region fall within the
Brahmaputra basin. He highlighted that river basin management plans are already in place for
several rivers, yet institutional silos and a lack of coordination between basin countries can
serve as barriers to achieving the objective of bringing transformative change to the basin. He
also stressed the need for deeper engagement with local realities and the challenges
communities face.
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He pointed out that unlocking the basin’s potential requires a comprehensive
understanding of both opportunities and constraints, spanning sectors such as tourism,
fisheries, and hydropower. He emphasized that evidence-based planning and actionable
recommendations are critical to harnessing these opportunities effectively.

The second session on “Policy, Infrastructure and Inclusion in Basin-Level
Connectivity,” chaired by Bipul Chattopadhyay, focused on policy coordination,
infrastructure gaps, and inclusive development. Panellist of the session, Atowar Rahman,
President of the Indo-Bangla Chambers of Commerce, Guwahati Chapter reflected on the
progress made in cross-border trade but highlighted the gap between potential and actual
outcomes. He stressed the need for collaborative efforts and evidence-based approaches to
overcome persistent bottlenecks.

Panellist, Saurabh Kanade, from The Asia Foundation expressed optimism regarding
future growth in trade and tourism, driven by economic expansion in the sub-region. He
emphasized that improved connectivity and coordinated policy efforts will be key to
unlocking these opportunities.

Panellist, Indranil Bose, Consultant to CUTS International highlighted governance
challenges in managing cross-border waterways trade and tourism. He emphasized the
complexity of the Brahmaputra river system and stressed the need for stronger governance
frameworks and technological interventions to address issues such as flood management,
erosion, and navigation safety.

During the final open-mic session, participants from India, Bangladesh and Bhutan
collectively reflected on several cross-cutting themes. Participants emphasized the
importance of policy harmonisation, capacity building, and institutional coordination in
complementing infrastructure investments necessary for harnessing trade and tourism in the
basin. Out of all, inclusiveness emerged as a critical concern, with discussions highlighting
the need to integrate local communities, including small boat operators, fishermen, and
women, into trade, tourism and connectivity initiatives. The lack of gender-sensitive
infrastructure was identified as a key barrier to women’s participation, underscoring the need
for targeted interventions. Participants also stressed the importance of improving awareness
of trade procedures, strengthening data sharing, and capturing grassroots experiences to
inform policy-making.

Way Forward and Conclusion:

The final session on “Way Forward — Building a Collaborative Action Agenda,”
facilitated by Dr. Veena Vidyadharan, Trade Consultant, and Prof. Anamika Barua of IIT
Guwahati, focused on identifying actionable priorities for advancing regional cooperation in
the Brahmaputra basin. The session brought together participants to reflect on the discussions
and translate them into concrete next steps. Participants agreed on the need to standardize
operational procedures across countries, strengthen regional cooperation mechanisms, invest
in infrastructure and multimodal connectivity, and enhance capacity building efforts. There
was also a strong support for creating sustained multi-stakeholder dialogue platforms and
adopting a holistic river basin approach that integrates economic, environmental, and social
considerations.
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In conclusion, the dialogue reaffirmed that the Brahmaputra basin holds significant
potential for advancing regional trade and tourism. However, realizing this potential requires
a coordinated and integrated approach that combines infrastructure development with policy
harmonisation, institutional strengthening, and inclusive development. A key takeaway from
the discussions was that policy alignment and capacity building are as critical as physical
connectivity in ensuring seamless and sustainable cross-border integration. The dialogue
concluded with a shared commitment among stakeholders to deepen collaboration and similar
continued engagements towards building a transformative regional connectivity framework in
the Brahmaputra basin.
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