National Seminar on 

Sethusamudram Project 
and its Possible Impacts on Kerala Coast 
REPORT
The National Seminar on “Sethusamudram Project and its possible impacts on Kerala coast” organized by CISSA an University of Kerala was held at the Seminar Hall, Department of Botany, University of Kerala, Kariavattom, Thiruvananthapuram.  The seminar was inaugurated by the Vice Chancellor of Kerala University, Dr. M.K. Ramachandran Nair. He stressed the need for detailed Environment Impact Studies and consultations with all the stake holders before implementing large developmental projected and requested the scientist community to play a proactive role in this regard. The inaugural session was chaired by Dr. C.S.P. Iyer, former Director, C-MARS, Regional Research Laboratory, Thiruvananthapuram. Prof. G.M. Nair, Head, Department of  Botany, University of Kerala welcomed the participants and and Dr. C. Suresh Kumar, General Secretary, CISSA proposed vote of thanks. 

ABSTRACTS OF PAPERS
1.
Sethusamudram Project: A Geologist’s Perspective

Dr. C.P. Rajendran, Scientist, Cetre for Earth Sciences, Thiruvananthapuram 

Dr. C.P. Rajendran said that there are several scientific objections regarding Sethusamudram project. The Environmental Impact Assessment done by National Environmental Engineering Research Institute, Nagpur, has not taken recent studies on the sedimentation dynamics of the project area into consideration; therefore their conclusions are questionable. The impact assessment studies have neglected the role of natural hazards (cyclones, tsunamis, etc.) in dispersing the dredged material, a major risk factor of the region. The EIA has only looked at the sedimentation dynamics of a small area, but ignored the adjacent portions, including the Palk Bay strait – an area noted for unusually high sedimentation rate. The nature of the substratum of the region is not known and this alone will decide on whether to dredge or blast the sea bottom and to plan for safe disposal of the dredged material. The safe disposal sites of dredged material, without affecting the biodiversity of the region have not been properly identified. Further, the impacts of changed bottom topography as a result of dredging or blasting on the movement of currents are not known.

According to Dr. Rajendran the geologists and or oceanographers in country so far failed to give answers to the concerns expressed by environmentalists and other concerned people on this project. He also said that an interdisciplinary approach is required for the performance of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) studies. Sethusamundram, as the name suggests, is the part of an ocean that is being constantly bridged by natural sedimentation processes, and the nature has been at this work for hundreds of thousands of years. Indian epic Ramayana makes direct reference to a putative land bridge in this region. Going by the rates of sediment build up, some believe that in another 500 years there would be a land bridge connecting Rameswaram with Sri Lanka According to him, going by the rates of sediment build-up, in hundred of years there would be a land bridge connecting Rameswaram with Sri Lanka. We need not disturb this process, and in light of recent tsunami incident, there are chances of Kerala Coast getting affected. He concluded that the technical, scientific and economic credibility of this project must be convincing and it should not be another disaster in the making.

2. 
Remote Sensing data of Gulf of Mannar

Dr. Anil kumar, Geological Survey of India, Thiruvananthapuram 
According to Dr. Anil kumar Adam’s Bridge represents the coral reef formations and there it is continuous formation. The stability of the bridge should be frequently studied by the tools of remote sensing to realize the damage. 

3. 
Sethusamudram Project and Biodiversity of Gulf of Mannar 
Dr. A. Biju Kumar, Kerala Biodiversity Board, Thiruvananthapuram 
In India Gulf of Mannar Marine Biosphere Reserve has been identified as one of the hotspots of marine biodiversity. The geographical and physiological uniqueness has made it one of the most important marine biodiversity preserves in the world. Further, major reef formations in India are found in Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay. More than 3600 species have been recorded from this region. In addition this area also abounds in mangroves, sea grasses and the critically endangered sea cow. A busy continuous navigation in this region will offset and trigger devastating ecological imbalance, affecting the lives of millions of fishermen and many endangered organisms such as corals, sea horses, sea cow, etc. It is clear that the excavation, waste from ships and other effluents will considerably impact the biodiversity of the area, to the extent that it will impact not only the region but the entire Indian coast including Kerala. 

The routes taken by migratory animals that cross from Asia to the Pacific will be disrupted and their breeding, nesting and feeding grounds will be destroyed The dumping from the excavation will occur by the key breeding grounds. The endangered corals are also very sensitive to turbidity in water.  Coral reefs, often referred to as the rain forests of the oceans, are bioherms that favour high biodiversity vis-à-vis supporting standing crop of phytoplanktons.  They wont survive in turbid waters.  Important breeding grounds of fishes are also associated with this region. It is estimated that 49 fishing villages in India will suffer from the project. Over 14,000 fishermen will be directly affected while 54,000 will lose their livelihoods indirectly. The project, in the long run, will trigger a series of biological catastrophes in Indian coast. 
4. Ecological Impacts of Sethusamudram Project

Dr. Lal Mohan, Conservation of Nature Trust, Nagercoil, Tamil Nadu
In India, there is no provision for public involvement at the initial stage of project’s approval by the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF). In contrast to the US, there is no scoping period at all. In addition, the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report is not prepared by the relevant government agency, but by a consultant hired by the project proponent – which can lead to an enormous conflict of interest. The public in India is involved only after the draft EIA is prepared – at a much later stages of the clearance process. In effect, the public is in the dark until the EIA is suddenly put out for comments. And when comments are received, it is not mandatory for the MoEF to address the concerns raised by the public. 

The environmental objection is about the dredging and depositing the silt taken from Adam's bridge. The Prime Ministers Office (PMO) also has raised the same question.  The NEERI report is silent on may ecological questions. It is a known fact that geomorphologically the Dhanuskodi and the Adams Bridge area are unstable due to the shifting of the sand. Further these areas are vulnerable to cyclone and tidal waves. The project should also be viewed from the angle of recent incidence of tsunami and other natural hazards in the areas such as cyclones. It may also have serious repercussions in the southern parts of Kerala coast.

The sea grass beds are the feeding ground of Dugongs and sea turtles. If the sea grass dies, the dugongs and the turtles will vanish. Further the sea grass beds provide habitat for prawn larvae. If the prawn fishery dies we lose Rs. 6 million prawn export. The sea grasses Cymodocea serrulata and Halophila ovata are the important species of Sea grasses found in Palk Bay and Gulf of Mannar. They also carry out photosynthesis and enrich the oxygen budget of the sea water. It is the oxygen generated by the sea grass beds and coral reefs that enhance the productivity of the Palk Bay and Gulf of Mannar. The silt generated by the dredging can settle on the leaf blades of the sea grass and prevent them from manufacturing starch and oxygen. This will lead to the death of the sea grass. The collision of the dugong and the turtles with the ships need not be the only reason for the destruction of population of these animals. If you destroy their ecology, their food and habitat, they will disappear. India will lose forever the rare animals by the reckless action of the so called 'progress'. The coral reefs are the habitat for thousand of other animals. The beautiful nudibranchs, a type snails without shells, the attractive fleshy corals, the colourful coral fishes numbering about 300 species all belong to the biological unit called the 'coral reef fauna'. The silt generation by the dredgers will drive them all to extinction. 

The recent Tsunami disaster in the Indian Ocean also suggests that it is important to revisit the EIA reports prepared for the Sethusamudram project. Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report was prepared by the National Environment Engineering Research Institute (NEERI) of Nagpur, although it has reportedly had no previous experience with marine projects of this nature. The effect on the environment of the project, during both the constructional and operational phases, will be immense. The Gulf of Mannar - Palk Bay area is a backwater, Adam’s Bridge acting as a barrier to the flow of water through it. In these relatively warm waters a complex of ecosystems has grown, which could be severely affected. In addition, there is a difference between the water levels in the Bay of Bengal and the Gulf of Mannar, as well as in their temperatures and salinity. Therefore, a breach in these natural barriers would tend to cause water to flow into the Gulf of Mannar from the Bay of Bengal. Matters would not be helped by the tidal levels in these water bodies being out-of-phase. The consequent new currents would have the effect of changing the water temperature and salinity and increasing nutrient flow into the area.

At present, pollution and oil slicks are transported away and diluted by ocean currents. If the Palk currents increase, more pollutants will reach the coastal areas. Ships flush their wastes, unwanted cargo and oil into the sea. Discharges from ships travelling through the straits will reach the coastal areas. Discharges of pesticides by the rivers of India are swept away and diluted by the ocean currents. An increase in the Palk currents can cause these to reach the coastal areas and specifically the sensitive ecosystems of the Gulf of Mannar.

Invasive species may be dispersed into these hitherto relatively protected seas with the bilge water of ships sailing through the Canal. The transportation of invasive species due to currents can also occur, particularly of species from the Bay of Bengal into the Gulf of Mannar. While hitherto the effect of such migration was contained due to the prevalence of different conditions from that to which the species were used, a current through the area could create habitats in which the invasive species could thrive.

5. Social Impacts of Sethusamudram Project

Jesu Rethinam, Coastal Action Network, Nagapattinam, Tamil Nadu

Mrs. Jesu Rethinam reported that this project will result in drastic sea erosion along the entire coast from Tuticorin to Kodiakarai, due to continuous dredging to maintain the depth of the canal for transit of vessels. This will displaces the fishing population in about 330 fishermen villages and will deprive the livelihood resources of more than 1.5 lakh fisher people. The traffic of vessels close to the coast as per the drafted plan from Chennai to Tuticorin will hinder the fishing operation of the traditional fisher people and mechanised boat owners along the entire the coast from Chennai to Tuticorin.

According to her only a Rapid Assessment Report and not a comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) initiated for the project. The current EIA report itself mentions that the comprehensive EIA report will be prepared later based on the primary data collection for the region. Further, a public hearing cannot be conducted on the basis of a Rapid EIA. It is clear that the project proponents in this case have sought to only provide a makeshift document to primarily overcome the ‘hurdle’ of environmental clearances. This is unacceptable. Therefore the Rapid EIA in question cannot be used and need not be viewed by the public as a serious document for impact assessment. As far as the general public is concerned, no EIA has been provided to the public, only a Rapid EIA was provided, which is totally inadequate to assess the impacts of the project. 

6. Economic evaluation of the Project

Dr. Sreenivasan, Asst. Professor, Indian Institute of Information Technology and Management, Kerala 
The central claim for launching the project is that it would save ships time and at the same time is a viable business proposition. What we do know is that for ships from Africa and Europe, the savings in time is insignificant and much smaller and are therefore unlikely to use it. The non usage of the canal by non-coastal ships, the increasing interest rates and the high uncertainty of using the canal are also likely to make the project financially unviable. If ships are unlikely to use it; and the project is unlikely to be financially self sustaining, it is prudent to review this project at this stage even considering the amounts that have already been spent on it. In fact, it would set a good standard of public accountability and governance to constantly review projects with all the new information that progressively becomes available. 

The savings in fuel for non-coastal voyages is similarly much smaller. The cost of using higher quality fuel when the ship is within the canal makes navigating through the canal more expensive than going around Sri Lanka. Evaluation of the environmental/ecological impact of a maritime project is based on a detailed study of geological, biological, physical and chemical oceanographic parameters. These factors play an important and collective role. If any one of these factors is stressed beyond the manageable and threshold limit, the system gets affected adversely beyond repair.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. 
Since Rapid Environment Impact Assessment is impractical in complex marine ecosystem for evaluating the feasibility of the project, detailed Environmental Impact Assessment is needed. 

2. 
A multilevel approach involving NGOs and independent agencies is required to monitor the marine ecosystem and evaluate the risk  assessment.

3. 
The impacts of the project in the context of natural hazards such as tsunamis and cyclones should be studied in detail.

4. 
Proper modeling studies should be done to study the impacts of the project in Kerala coast.

5. 
The stability of the bridge should be frequently monitored by the tools of remote sensing. 

6. 
Economic evaluation of the project should be done with the assistance of agencies competent in the field.

7. 
Long-term impacts of the project on the rich biodiversity of the region should be studied in detail.
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