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Vanishing wetland

Kuttanad in Ke
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RUTTANAD, o unique wetland
gomplex in central Kerala, s under
gevere ecological threat from both
dimate change and policy impasse, A
jand that lies below sea level, it has
been studied and debated intensely
gver the years, Kuttanad is the down-
stream deltaic formation of five in-
flowing mivers that originate in the
Western ghats. These rivers debouch
into the Vernbanad Lake, one of the
largest brackish-water lakes in the

country, which flows fnto the Lik-
shadweep Sea at Kochi, It thus forms
part ofthe ecological continuum that
links the Western ghats and the sea.
: The wetland is characterised by
intersecting canals below-sea level
paddy cultivation and a dense popu-
lation (700 persons per square kilo-
metre), Kuttanad is part of the larger
Vembanad Kol wetland ecosystem,
which is a "“Ramsar Site”. (Under the
Convention on Wetlands, adopted in
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Bamsar, lran, in 1971, member-
states designate one or more wet-
lands as “Ramsar Sites™.)

A narrow sand nidge that runs
parallel to Vembanad Lake with nu-
merous inlets, both seasonal and
permanent (known in Malayalam as
‘azhi’ and ‘pozhi”), separates Kut-
tanad and the Lakshadweep Sea
This unique ecosystem and the resili-
ent community inhabiting it are now
on the brink of disaster as a result of
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FARME n S [M KUTTAMAD try to rebuild an agricultural bund to protect their paddy fields, in September 2018. Kerala

witnessed the worst floods in nearly a hundred years that year, and the Kuttanad region, known as the rice bow! of Kerala,
suffered severe devastation.
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elimate change aod the danger is ex
acerbated by a policy staleminie

DOURLE WHAMMY

The twin challenges here are {lood
inge cansed by extieme precipliation
in the upper catehiments ol the in-
flowing rivers, and the rise i sea
levels cansed by lobal warming, The
a8 Keraln Floods devastated the
entire landscape, destroying some
0,000 houses partially or fully, and
forcing residents to flee. Some two
lakh people were temporarily rehab-
ilitated elsewhere.

The floods also destroyed paddy
on 1.5 lakh hectares and uprooted
some 10,000 palm trees. Besides,
residents suffered major losses of
poultry and livestock. Backwater
tourism, a staple of the region, came
to a standstill.

Initially, the flood was con-
sidered a once-in-a-century aberra-
tion. reminiscent of the 1924
Devikulam Storm, but subsequent
vears showed that this was not the
case. Unusually extreme rainfall
raged over the region in 2019, 2020,
and 2022. In 2020 and 2022, the
intensity of summer rains destroyed
the entire summer paddy crop, the
main crop in Kuttanad.

Climate reports have warned
that rising sea levels at Kochi will be
even more calamitous to the Tegion.
While seasonal flooding and salt-

water intrusion are an accepted real-
ity in this low-lying belt, the
magnitude of the extreme climate
events in recent years raises the ques-
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Kutianad lowlands:

=altwater intrusion into the

tion of the region’s capacity to adapt
to the changing situation.

Given these challenges, the for-
mulation of a climate-resilient devel-
opment strategy that integrales
scientific and indigenous knowledge
has become immediate and
indispensable.

In the past, adaptive practices
were fragmented, morein the nature
of a reaction to the immediate
threats rather than any long-term
mitigating strategy. [t was top-down
in nature and disconnected from
grass-roots-level institutions, know-
ledge, and people, As a result, a eo-
strategy could not be evolved
gard the region. Scientific
vledge on various aspeets of the
; has not been translated
Lo policy and practical local-level
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MPLEHEMTATION
There is no dearth of studies on varn-
15 aspects of the wetland complex,
put theyare not being translated into
long-term cohesive strategies and
nrogrammes. After the 2018 floods,

rrier constructed in 1974 to prevent

the Central Water Commission’s
(CWC) report noted the absence of
storage Teservoirs upstream on the
rivers flowing 1nto Kuttanad, the
shrinkage of carrying capacity of
Vembanad Lake, and the Thottap-
pally Spillway’s (TSW) reduced ca-
pacity as factors that may have
worsened the flooding in Kuttanad.
The report recommended widen-
ing the lead channel to the spillway,
which was built in the early 1950s to

redirect flood watzrs to the sea before
they reached lower Kuttanad and
Vembanad, Dbut whichl never

achizved its plunned capacHy.

Another significant recommend-
ation of the coTnmission Was on en-
hancing ths upstream storage of the
Pamba 2ndl Achankovil basins to
mederacs floods.

Although desilting of a stretch of
the Thottappally lead channel has
been attempted, no steps have been
taken to widenit uptothe confluence
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from the public on enhancing the
upstrr*.:fh storage.

E- the possibility of building
flood-moderating dams could be ex-
plores iltaneously. Many stud-
ies, it ling the CWC report, have
point he shrinking of the Vem-
ban s a cause of concern.
Wh oration of the lake's width
ma’ possible, the authorities
ha ven made an attempt to
rermove the sedimentation brought
abc - the floods. These are critical

interventions, but they have not been
carnad out or even debated in a

meaningful manner.

Another important study is the
one done jointly by IIT Madras and
the Centre for Water Resource De-
velopment & Management
(CWRDM), Kozhikode, for the mod-
ernisation of the Thanneermukkom
Saltwater Barrier (TSB) and the

Thottappiil Spillway:. (TSB was
uilt to regulate saltwater intrusion
innio Vembanad.)
The extensive study employed
various methodologies, including

field surveys, monitoring studies, in-
spection of hydraulic structures, and
analysis of scenarios using numerical
models. It proposed three alternat-
ives to solve the flooding issue, -
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A TOWERING APARTMENT being pulled down in Kochi by implosion on
January 11, 2020, for violation of coatal zone regulations.

cluding widening of the lead channel
and removal of the sand bar at the
ocean mouth in Thottappally.

The study identified inadequate
drainage of rainwater in low-lying
areas as the reason for the flooding,
and pointed out that many drainage
channels were blocked due to weed
infestation and dumping of garbage.
It recommended that cleaning the

channels regularly would signific-
antly alleviate the flooding pr oblem,
and mapped the channels that ur-

gently required improverment

Given this, it is surprising, and
saddening, that something as simple
as removing garbage and weeds that
clog the channels is not being done.

MALADAPTATION

Several experts now believe that
many major infrastructure develop-
ments in the region were maladap-
ted. A number of discussions have
been held on the efficacy of and un-
foreseen consequences caused by
structures such as the TSB, the TSW,
and the Alappuzha-Changanassery
State Highway that passes through
Kuttanad.

The TSB warrants a mention in
this context. When the CWC gave
conditional clearance to the TSB, it
was made clear that it was built to
regulate salinity and not to prevent
saltwater entry into Vembanad. 5o,
the commission insisted that the
bund should be kept open always,
except between December and
March, to ensure the entry of salt-
water into the lake for facilitating
fish migration and mussel breeding
and to enable natural flushing of the
lake through the tidal cycle.

With the passage of time, how-
ever, the TSB has become a prevent-
ive structure, and the shutters are
downed for more than six months
during the critical summer period.
Several studies have observed that
the lake south of the barrier has be-
come a stagnant pool. Over the years,
the fish and mussel populations have
declined drastically, making life
miserable  for  the  fishing
communities.

Experts have suggested that dur-
ing the summer paddy season, when
the salinity level reaches 1 ppt (parts
per thousand), which is the tolerance
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level of the paddy grown n Kut-
tanad, shutters way be downed,
Even during the December-March
period, shutters need not be down all
the time. When the salinity is less
than 0.8 ppt, and considering the
ticlal Jevel at the Kochi mouth as well,
the shutters may be opened.

ACTION NEEDED

The deterioration in the aquatic en-
vironment of Vembanad Lake and
the weed growth in the drainage
channels have been debated for more
than three decades now.

A concrete study has been done
and its recommendations are in pub-
lic domain. They require implement-
ation, And all this requires an effort
from all the stakeholders. A wide
range of people depend on Vem-

banad, and each group hias o vested
interest in the lake, Paddy needs
fresh water, fisherfolk require brack-
ish water, the tourlam sector wanta a
pristine environment to market.

What does commons indieate?
Does no one own the commons or |s
it owned by all? In reality, commons
are al the disposal of the dominant
group. Reining in their interests and
preventing ecological havoe is the re-
sponsibility of environmental gov-
ernance. The absence of such a
framework is the root cause of the
imbalances in the ecosystem and the
resultant woes,

For instance, roads in the wet-
land have significantly improved
mobility and opened up livelihood
choices, This is reflected in the up-
ward mobility of the community,

ARABIAN S512a

eenachal river basin
[1,272.5q km)

evident in all Indicators. But roads
without a proper drainage system in
such an ecosystem cause water-log.
ging and aggravate {looding. which
in turn make the landscape uninhah-
jtable. This happens in the absence of
a specific, community-linked envir-
onmental governance framewark
and implementing mechanism.

At Chilavannoor in Kochi and in
Cherthala, south of Kochi, both of
which fall within the Vembanad eco-
system, apartments and hotels were
demolished after the authorities
found that these structures were in
serious violation of the coastal zone
regulations. The fact that these
structures were allowed to come up
reflects the failure of all tiers of gov-
ernance, from local governments up
to the judiciary.

A structural shift
is taking place in
agriculture in
Kuttanad with the
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S ain i May 2020 and
April shed the region, des-
trovis 1sands of hectares of the
‘punt wddy erop. In 2007, the
MS inathan Research Found-
ation bmitted a report titled
Measures to mitigate agrarian dis-
tress Alappuzha and Kuttanad

Wetland Ecosystem’, in which it sug-
gested a host of measures to address
the various issues faced by the land-
5&"_;"

A key proposal involved a revised
crop calendar to regulate paddy cul-
tivation in the region. In 2019, the
State Planning Board revisited the
report and proposed a detailed cal-
endar for various agro-ecological
zones of Kuttanad.

The report suggested that agri-
cultural operations be carried out in
such a manner that the “puncha”
crop is harvested by March-end and
the second crop by September. Im-
plementation of the crop calendar in
discussion with farmers would have
helped the region in many ways: the
“puncha” crop could have been res-
cued from the summer rain to a great
extent, while the TSB could have
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=SCUE villagers out of a flooded area near Kochi on Auqust 15, 2018

been opened, which would have res-
ulted in natural tidal flushing and
fish migration.

A structural shift is taking place
in farming in Kuttanad with the re-
emergence of lease-based farming.
Vast stretches of paddy fields are be-
ing leased out, bypassing existing

ceiling limits. This is & post-1990s
phenomenon that started off in a
small way but has now expanded
enormously.

This structural shift, which

makes a mockery of regulations and
restrictions, also impedes the formu-
lation of a climate-resilient develop-
ment framework for the region.

RESILIENT KUTTANAD
Kuttanad has shown amazing resili-
ence and adaptation through its de-
velopment history. Annual cropping
instead of cultivation in alternate
years began in the 1940s. With the
commissioning of the TMB and TSB,
it became popular to cultivale a
second crop.

In the 1960s, the entire region
shifted to high-yielding varieties,
starting with IR-8 procured from the
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International Rice Research
Organisation.

In the late 1970s, the Rice Re-
search Station at Mancombu de-
veloped a new strain, ‘Bhadra, that
was resistant to brown hopper at-
tacks, Kuttanad swiftly shifted to
Bhadra and now it has moved on to
Uma, a popular variety developed by
the regional station of Kerala Agri-
cultural University with a productiv-
ity of 6-6.5 tonnes per hectare.

The region also witnessed a sud-
den shift from highly polluting or-
gano chloride pesticides to
non-accumulating organo phos-
phates. All scientific research has
shown that pesticide usage has come
down drastically.

The manner in which Kuttanad
recovered after the 2018 floods was
encouraging. It recorded a bumper
harvest in the following season.
However, it is saddening that a spe-
cific, long-term strategy has not yet
been evolved to protect the region
and its residents from the fallout of
climate change. 0
M. Gopakumar is an independent
researcher from Alappuzha, Kerala.

07

FRONTLINE » JULY 1Y, 2022



