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Abstract

The construction of the Kaptai Hydro-Electric Dam in the 1960s led to the submergence of extensive areas
within the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT). An estimated 1,00,000 people were displaced, and one of the most
significant cultural landmarks of the native community, the Chakma Royal Palace, went underwater. This was
the second royal palace of the Chakma Kingdom, a symbol of the kingdom's glorious history and tradition. This
study investigates the significance of the sunken palace as a cultural identity for the Chakma Community, as well
as its potential as the first underwater cultural heritage in South Asia. Qualitative methods, including archival
research, comprehensive field surveys, and questionnaire surveys, were conducted to establish the historical
significance and architectural features of this submerged structure. The findings emphasize the cultural
importance of this structure in the collective memory of the Chakma community and the contemporary adaptive
reuse strategies to establish the historic building as the first underwater cultural heritage in Bangladesh.

Keywords: Underwater Cultural Heritage (UCH); Kaptai Dam; Cultural Identity; Chakma Royal palace;
Adaptive Reuse.

1 Introduction

The Chakma are the largest indigenous group as well as the second largest ethnic group of the Chittagong Hill
Tracts (CHT) region of southeastern Bangladesh (Wikipedia). The Chakma community predominantly lives in
the Rangamati, Bandarban, and Khagrachari districts. The first Chakma Royal Palace was constructed at
Rajnagar, Rangamati, which was later abandoned. After a decade-long construction period, the second and most
significant Chakma Royal Palace was established in Kaptai, Rangamati. The palace historically influenced and
administered the Chakma Circle, one of three administrative circles in CHT. This circle consisted of the Chakma
people and other smaller ethnic communities within its jurisdiction. The palace served as the center of social,
political, and cultural activities of the Chakma community. The construction of the Kaptai Hydro-Electric Dam
in the early 1960s submerged vast areas of the CHT, including the historically significant royal palace, and
created the Kaptai Lake. This event not only caused the displacement of thousands of indigenous people but also
took an important structure of cultural identity and heritage underwater. Despite having emotional and historical
significance, the site has not received attention from the Department of Archaeology (DOA). This study aims to
explore the historical significance and potential of establishing the sunken royal palace as an underwater cultural
heritage, identifying adaptive reuse strategies to preserve, commemorate, and reinterpret its legacy.

2 Background and Historical Context

The construction of massive dams worldwide has led to significant social and cultural disruptions over time. For
example, the Hirakud Dam in India (1957), the Aswan High Dam in Egypt (1960-1971), and the Tarbela Dam in
Pakistan (1974) forced thousands of people to leave their homes. The most drastic example is the Three Gorges
Dam in China (1994), which displaced over 1.2 million people (Nayek, 2019). In 1962, the construction of the
Kaptai Dam in the CHT of Bangladesh (then East Pakistan) led to the displacement of thousands of indigenous
people and resulted in the formation of the present-day Kaptai Lake. The dam's construction submerged 655 sq
km area, including 220 sq km (54,000 acres) of cultivable land, which is equivalent to 40% of the cultivable land
in the area. 18,000 families and 100,000 tribal people, of which 70% were Chakma, were displaced (Nabi, 2022).
Around 40,000 people crossed the border of India or Myanmar, while others stayed in hopes of receiving the
compensation promised by the government, a promise that was never delivered upon (Nayek, 2019). This event
of migration is known as the "Bar Parang", which translates to "the great exodus™ or "the great displacement”
(banglapedia.org). Nearly all the physical vestiges of Chakma culture, including the Chakma Royal Palace,
Buddhist temples, receded beneath the water. The Kaptai Dam not only forced many indigenous people to leave
their homes but also broke their connection to their ancestral land, culture, and traditions, which caused a big loss
of their identity and heritage.
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According to historical records (Chittagong, 1970), the Chakma Kingdom in Bangladesh was first established in
1662 at Alikadam in Bandarban district. The first Chakma royal palace was constructed at Rajnagar by Raja Jan
Box Khan between 1782 and 1787. The Chakma capital was moved to Rangamati district by Raja Harish
Chandra Roy in 1874. The royal palace at Rajanagar was abandoned, and it gradually became dilapidated for
lack of maintenance. The construction of the second royal palace was completed in 1914 at Rangamati by Raja
Bhuvan Mohan Roy after 12 years of construction. Though the two-storied palace was situated on top of a
hillock, it was submerged in the waters of Kaptai Lake, which was created along the Karnaphuli River for the
Kaptai Hydroelectric Project. The remains of the century-old second palace resurfaced in 1986 and then again in
2006 as water levels fell drastically due to a long drought. Despite having significant cultural value, no steps
have been taken for the conservation of the submerged royal palace by the Department of Archaeology (DOA).
In 1962, a royal residence was constructed by Raja Tridiv Roy, father of the present king, Devasish Roy, at
Rajdwip village in Rangamati. Unfortunately, the tin-roofed concrete house was severely damaged by a fire in
2010. Today, the Chakma community has no remaining structures of historical significance. The submerged
Chakma Rajbari is an important symbol of cultural heritage and identity for the indigenous people of the CHT.
Local people are still connected to the legacy of the Chakma dynasty through stories, songs, and memories of the
sunken. Although the palace remained underwater for 63 years after the construction of the Kaptai Dam, its
recent reappearance has brought renewed attention to its value. The submerged palace is a significant element of
Bangladesh's cultural history because of its 18th-century design, historical value, and emotional significance.

The 1972 UNESCO World Heritage Convention defines cultural heritage as monuments, groups of buildings,
and sites of outstanding universal value from the perspective of history, art, or science (UNESCO, 1972).
According to Brandi's restoration theory, a historic building is more than its structure—it is a combination of
spatial forms, materials, past and present uses, and layers of transformation. Each element serves as a witness to
the culture, people, and events associated with it (Brandi, 1963). In 2001, UNESCO extended the definition of
heritage through the Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage, which includes all
cultural, historical, or archaeological traces of human existence that have remained underwater—partially or
fully—for at least 100 years. This encompasses submerged cities, ancient ports, shipwrecks, sacrificial sites, and
more (UNESCO, 2001). The convention promotes in-situ preservation, scientific research, and protection against
looting, aiming to preserve submerged heritage for both current and future generations.

Globally, many countries have already invested in protecting such submerged heritage through underwater
museums, digital reconstructions, and archaeological parks. Adaptive reuse strategies—such as site-sensitive
interpretation, controlled visitor access, and integration of virtual or augmented reality—offer innovative ways to
preserve and present underwater cultural sites without disturbing their integrity. However, Bangladesh has yet to
take significant steps in this direction. Recognizing structures like the submerged Chakma Rajbari through the
lens of UCH can align the country with international standards and open new possibilities for heritage
conservation, cultural awareness, and sustainable development.

Heritage conservation involves the protection and preservation of buildings, structures, and other elements that
hold historical, cultural, or architectural significance. On the other hand, adaptive reuse involves repurposing old
or important buildings for modern functions while retaining their significant historical and architectural features.
Adaptive reuse and heritage conservation are intertwined practices focused on preserving historical buildings
while adapting them for new uses. This approach offers a sustainable alternative to demolition, extending the
building's lifespan and minimizing environmental impact.

3 Methodology

This analysis applies qualitative methods and interpretive approaches to determine the cultural and historical
significance of the sunken Chakma Palace. At first, a thorough archival research was conducted to investigate the
past and present condition of the sunken palace and site. After mapping the submerged site through GIS
(Geographic Information System), a field survey was performed to investigate the present condition of the site.
Documentary reports of divers and news articles were studied to assess the submerged palace’s present condition
and accessibility. People from the local community, particularly the elderly Chakma people, were interviewed to
record their personal recollections and cultural memories of the location. The potential of the structure as an
underwater cultural heritage is identified through a thorough analysis of the collected data. A comprehensive
research was conducted to identify the scope of the existing structure as an Underwater Cultural Heritage (UCH)
from a global perspective. In addition, international cases of UCH were examined to draw comparative insights.
Based on the outcomes, possible proposals for adaptive reuse strategies were developed to reimagine the
submerged palace in ways that are culturally respectful, environmentally feasible, and socially engaging.
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Figure 1. Framework of Methodology (Source: Illustrated by author)
4 Findings

Historical archives, field surveys, and interviews with local inhabitants indicate that the sunken palace is deeply
embedded in the collective memory of the Chakma people. Located in the Kaptai region of the CHT, the two-
storied palace was built using materials such as burned brick, lime mortar, and timber—materials commonly
used in Bengal’s historical architecture (Hasan, 1983), especially in the colonial period. The Rajbari followed a
layout with defined zones for public uses, private chambers, and ceremonial functions. Decorative brickwork,
arched doors and windows, and ornamental plasterwork were used. Although no complete structural
documentation survives, photographs, oral histories, and visible ruins such as submerged walls, staircases, and
columns suggest a linear arrangement aligned with the site’s topography.
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Figure 2. 3d model of Chakma Rajbari (New Age, 2025) Figure 3. Site mapping (Source: lllustrated by author)

Presently, Polwell Park is situated beside the Kaptai Lake, which is 1.5km away from the Rangamati bus stand.
The whole area is approximately 7.0 acres, which is surrounded by water on the North, West, and South sides.
Due to its position, it can be axially connected to the sunken Rajbari located approximately 550m from the site
and 40 ft under the average water level. When the sunken Rajbari resurfaced during 1986 and 2006 due to long
drought and low tide, it was accessible through water by boat. At that period, many people gathered there to see
the palace for once. Some people were there just to find valuable things inside the palace. As no steps were taken
to preserve the palace, the first floor was almost dilapidated by human activities in search of treasure. Later, the
palace resurfaced several times, especially in 2006. During this period, people only went to the rediscovered
palace to appreciate its deteriorated beauty and to make a connection to the past. In 2016, a team of divers from
the organization “Sahos24.com” visited the underwater palace to investigate the present condition of the Chakma
Palace. They found the remaining floor under the water dilapidated, but the basic structure and the first floor is
still standing at the place with its past prestige.
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Figure 4. Palace resurfaced in 2006  Figure 5. Divers underwater (Source: sahos24.com, 2021)

These types of significant underwater structures have been honored in various ways in many countries, based on
their historical traces. According to UNESCO (2001), underwater cultural heritage includes all traces of human
history that have been submerged for years and hold cultural, historical, or archaeological value.

The White Crane Ridge Underwater Museum (Baiheliang), located in the Yangtze River, China, is the world’s
first underwater museum. It contains over 1,200 years of hydrological inscriptions and stone carvings that
initially marked the river's water levels. The site was initially exposed only during winter when waters in the
river receded, but now it remains submerged permanently due to the Three Gorges Dam construction. To protect
this cultural heritage, the Chinese government transformed the site into an underwater museum. The 1,600-
meter-long stone ridge is now accommodated in a glass structure with purified water to balance pressure and
prevent damage. Visitors access the site via underwater tunnels with escalators so that they may view Tang
dynasty poems, ancient fish carvings, and religious symbols.

Figure 6. The White Crane Ridge Underwater Museum (Source: Wikipedia, 2025)

The Aquarius Reef Base is the only underwater research lab in the world. It is 8.7 km off the coast of Key Largo
in the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. Aquarius is located 19 meters below the ocean's surface next to
the Conch Reef. It allows scientists to live and work underwater for long periods of time, which lets them keep
an eye on and study marine ecosystems without the restrictions of surface diving (Wikipedia). This one-of-a-kind
underwater habitat has life-support systems, communication tools, and scientific instruments that let scientists
keep an eye on ocean conditions and marine biodiversity in real time (NOAA, 2001).

Figure 7. The Aquarius Reef Base (Source: Wikipedia, 2025)

The Cancin Underwater Museum (Museo Subacuatico de Arte, MUSA) is a new and unique underwater
attraction in Mexico's Cancuin National Marine Park. The museum opened in 2010 and has more than 500 life-
sized sculptures that are underwater at depths of 3 to 6 meters. Local and international artists made these
installations to help protect the fragile Manchones Reef by keeping tourists away from it. The reef had been
damaged by people diving and snorkeling there too often (Cano, 2008). To reestablish and redirect tourist
activity, sculptures made of marine-grade cement were installed and act as artificial reefs, which help coral grow
and increase the number of marine species. Over time, the works of art have naturally turned into living
ecosystems. MUSA is an example of how underwater cultural installations can protect and restore marine
environments by combining art, tourism, and ecological restoration.
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Figure 8. The Canctn Underwater Museum (Source: Wikipedia, 2025)

Studying how these sites have been preserved and presented offers valuable insights into adaptive reuse,
conservation strategies, and their integration into modern cultural narratives. Based on UNESCO's guidelines and
examples of underwater cultural heritage sites around the world, the submerged Chakma Palace at Kaptai offers
an opportunity to practice sustainable development of underwater structures and heritage conservation by
adaptive reuse techniques that put community involvement and environmental integration first, reimagine the
Chakma Palace.

5 Discussion

The 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage discourages commercial
exploitation while promoting scientific study, public access, and in-situ preservation. According to this strategy,
the sunken palace should be conserved in its current location. Controlled access through underwater diving can
be developed to showcase the submerged structure. This technique promotes awareness and intellectual
investigation while also ensuring the conservation of the heritage site. A major source of inspiration for this
technique is the case study of White Crane Ridge in China, where an accessible underwater structure was
established around the underwater heritage to safeguard the relics without removing them from their original
environment. In this case, an effective adaptive reuse strategy is to create underwater viewing infrastructure,
such as an underwater tunnel or dome, that allows visitors to experience the submerged structure while retaining
its integrity. This strategy enables cultural and educational connections while creating a unique experience. The
Baiheliang Underwater Museum in China is an effective example of this, with a glass enclosure in the shape of
an arch designed to keep pressure balance and provide guests with safe, regulated access. This strategy ensures
the long-term protection of submerged cultural material while also providing a sustainable method of displaying
it.

Creating a land-based information center or historical museum near the submerged site can be another case. This
center would function as a cultural and educational hub, displaying the history, recovered artifacts, and images of
the submerged palace, preserving oral histories from the local population, and featuring interactive displays or
holographic replicas of the structure. This strategy makes the site's heritage available to people who cannot
explore it underwater, raising public awareness. The concept was inspired by the Three Gorges Museum in
Chongging, China, which successfully displays inscriptions and relics from Baiheliang, providing a concrete link
to an otherwise inaccessible cultural site.

An alternative strategy can be digital reconstruction and virtual access, which utilizes modern technologies like
3D modeling, augmented reality (AR), virtual reality (VR), and digital storytelling. Using these technologies, the
original palace and its cultural surroundings can be recreated, making the site more accessible to a wider
audience while avoiding any impact on the underwater structure. This technique successfully bridges the gap
between preservation and public participation, ensuring educational outreach and cultural continuation. The
Heathens’ Gate or Pagans’ Gate in Austria is a prime example of such heritage reconstruction, where a glass
panel with drawings showcases the complete image of the deteriorated structure.

Another vital technique is to collect and preserve oral histories, folklore, and local traditions related to the
sunken palace. They capture the intangible elements and contribute to a better understanding of the site's
historical and emotional significance. Curating these stories through movies, illustrated storybooks, or interactive
exhibitions within the interpretation center or on digital platforms can transform them into valuable instruments
for heritage interpretation. This method is consistent with UNESCO's priority on safeguarding intangible cultural
assets, ensuring that not only the tangible vestiges but also the intangible memories of the palace are recognized
and shared as part of a larger cultural context.
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Organizing guided diving trips or glass-bottom boat tours to give visitors an up-close look at the underwater
palace can be an option. This method is environmentally and culturally sustainable, and would allow interaction
with the site while preserving its physical integrity. However, such interventions must be closely monitored to
minimize erosion, structural damage, and ecological disruption. The Cancun Underwater Museum (MUSA) in
Mexico effectively shifted diving activity away from natural coral reefs to specially designed underwater
sculptures, illustrating how responsible implementation may serve both conservation and educational aims.

A potential option is to use the sunken palace site as an ongoing laboratory for underwater archaeology,
environmental research, and adaptive reuse education. This method would turn the site into an active research
and learning environment, encouraging cooperation between historians, architects, marine scientists, and
students. Inspired by Florida's Aquarius Reef Base, which serves as both a working research station and a
conserved underwater habitat, this idea focuses on preservation through use. It encourages ongoing research and
appropriate interaction, safeguarding the site's relevance and preservation for future generations.

Conclusion

The Chakma Royal Palace has been underwater for 63 years, but still retains great cultural, historical, and
architectural significance. Through extensive archival research, on-site surveys, oral history collection, and
comparative case studies, this analysis has given insight into the historical significance and future potential of the
sunken palace. This study emphasizes the principles of UNESCO on UCH, prioritizes in situ conservation, and
highlights successful international projects. The Aquarius Reef Base in Florida, White Crane Ridge in China, and
MUSA in Mexico are all examples of effective conservation of UCH through appropriate strategies and adaptive
reuse. The discussion of adaptive reuse strategies suggests establishing a museum on land near the submerged
structure with underwater viewing facilities, controlled access, digital reconstruction, and eco-cultural tourism.
These layered adaptive reuse techniques ensure that the tangible and intangible qualities of the sunken palace are
preserved, interpreted, and made available to the public. Finally, this study shows that adaptive reuse can be a
comprehensive approach to preserving memory, identity, and ensuring sustainability. Rethinking the sunken
Chakma Palace as a UCH has the potential to serve as a symbol of resilience, remembrance, and responsible
innovation in heritage conservation in Bangladesh and beyond.
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