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Background

The Government of India has identified Cheyyur in Kanchipuram 
district, Tamil Nadu, as one of several sites for a 4000 MW ultra 
mega power plant (UMPP) using imported coal. The coal would 
be brought in through a captive jetty-cum-port located between 
the  fishing  villages  of  Panaiyur  Periakuppam  and  Panaiyur 
Chinnakuppam. The port will occupy a 650 metre shorefront. A 
coal stocking yard capable of storing 310,000 tonnes of coal will 
be  constructed  on  83  acres  of  coastal  land  between  the  two 
fishing  villages.  A 6.5  km  conveyor  belt  running  over  dunes, 
fields,  orchards,  densely wooded areas and waterbodies  is  to 
carry the  coal  to  the  power  plant.  Various documents  provide 
varying figures -- between 1025 and 1208 acres -- for the land 
requirements  of  the  power  plant  and  its  ash  dyke.  The  coal 
conveyor,  which will  also carry seawater for cooling the power 
plant, and for desalination into freshwater, will occupy about 48 
acres.

The Ministry of Power aims to develop the UMPPs through the 
Government-owned Power Finance Corporation Ltd (PFC). For 
the Cheyyur project, PFC has set up a special company called 
the Coastal Tamil Nadu Power Limited (CTNPL), based in New 
Delhi. CTNPL is solely meant to acquire land, perform the EIA, 
obtain  the  various clearances and hand over  the  project  to  a 
private party who wins the bid for the project,  thus saving the 
private party the trouble of land acquisition, impact assessment, 
public consultation and environmental clearances.

Public hearing for the Power Plant and Ash Dyke area was held 
on  July  30,  2010.  The  Expert  Appraisal  Committee  (Thermal 
projects)  recommended  the  project  for  clearance  at  its  74th 
meeting  on  May  20-21,  2013.  On  September  30,  2013,  the 
Ministry  of  Environment  &  Forests  granted  Environmental 
Clearance to the Power Plant and Ash Pond.



Land  acquisition  for  the  port,  power  plant  and  ash  pond  has 
commenced, although the proceedings are marred by allegations 
of fraud and irregularities. Land for crucial components – such as 
coal  conveyor  corridor  linking  the  port  to  the  plant,  or  road 
access  from  NH45  and  railway  siding  from  Acharapakkam  to 
plant site – has not even commenced.

Public hearing for the Captive jetty, port and coal stocking yard 
was held on December 27, 2011. But the public hearing was not 
advertised in the fishing villages. Alerted at the last minute by 
NGOs  from  Chennai,  only  a  few  fishermen  were  able  to 
participate. Among the handful who went for the public hearing, 
many were not allowed to speak.

Without  explaining  the  details  of  the  project,  and  without 
consulting the people likely to be affected by it, the Ministry of 
Environment & Forests issued CRZ clearance for the project on 
November 30, 2012. Environmental impact assessment for the 
coal conveyor corridor has not been done, and no clearance has 
been obtained.

The saga of Koodankulam continues, where a project was thrust 
down the throats of an unsuspecting people.

Clearances Based on False Claims

The project  has cleared  many statutory environmental  checks 
based  on  false  claims  made  by  EIA consultants  and  project 
proponents.  Because  the  company  that  obtains  the 
environmental clearances is different from the company that will 
eventually set up and operate the plant, the project details on the 
basis of which clearance had been obtained may change. That 
will drastically alter impacts.

This project will  seriously affect agriculture and fisheries in this 
area, damage the health of local people and those who consume 
fish  caught  and  food  grown here,  and  leave  the  region  more 
vulnerable to rains, floods and cyclonic weather. It will also be a 



major contributor to climate change.

This  project  is  built  on  a  bed  of  lies.  These  lies  have  been 
endorsed by members of the Expert Appraisal Committee, and 
officials of the Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board, Tamil Nadu 
Maritime Board, State Coastal Zone Management Authority and 
the Ministry of Environment & Forests. 

Here's  a  sample  of  some of  the  lies  told  by the  “Ultra  Mega 
Power Project.”

LIES TRUTH

There  are  no  sensitive 
ecosystems,  including 
estuaries,  in  the  vicinity  of 
the project

The site is surrounded by sensitive  
ecosystems (all within 10 km radius  
of  the  project)  –  sand  dunes,  
kazhiveli (lagoons), mangroves and 
seagrass  –  are  all  identified  as  
ecologically sensitive in the Coastal  
Regulation Zone Notification, 2011.

There  are  no  areas 
containing scarce resources 
such as  surface or  ground 
water  in  the  vicinity  of  the 
project.

The area is dotted with nearly a 100  
tanks,  ponds  and  waterbodies,  
including the Vedal eri, Chittarkadu 
eri,  Arkadu  eri,  Boothoor  eri,  
Palaiyur  eri,  and  several  Vanchi  
kulams  (spring-fed  ponds).  The 
Tamil  Nadu  Public  Works 
Department  identifies  82  irrigation  
tanks  in  Cheyyur  Taluk,  which  
together  irrigate  more  than  16000 
acres of farmland.

The site is barren, and has 
minimum agricultural land.

Agriculture  is  the  mainstay  of  the  
local  economy.  According  to  the  
Expert  Appraisal  Committee's  



(MoEF)  meeting  minutes,  “Land 
requirement [for the project] will be

 416.45 ha, out of which 342.62 ha  
is agriculture land

.”  By  the  EAC's  own  admission,  
more  than  80  percent  of  the  site  
chosen is agricultural land.

The  power  plant  site  was 
visited and selected by the 
site  selection  team  of  the 
Central  Electricity  Authority 
in October 2006.

It  is  true  that  a  team of  the  CEA 
visited Cheyyur to assess a site for  
the UMPP. However, the site visited  
by the CEA team was at an entirely  
different  locations,  and  centred  
around  the  village  Cheyyur  of  
Cheyyur  Taluka.  The  previous 
project location and current location  
are non-overlapping, with the latter  
falling  in  Vedal,  Chitarkadu,  
Gangadevankuppam,  Cheyyur  B,  
Vilangadu,  Kokkaranthangal,  
Vilambur and Panaiyur villages.

Panaiyur  was  chosen  as 
the site  for  the port  based 
on an inspection by a multi-
departmental team.

Documents  obtained  through  RTI  
including minutes of meetings held  
by  Chairperson,  Tamil  Nadu 
Electricity  Board,  and  the  Chief  
Secretary,  Government  of  Tamil  
Nadu,  reveal  that  successive 
interdepartmental  teams  that  
undertook  site  selection  visits  had  
rejected Panaiyur site as unsuitable  
for  the  location  of  port.  PFC  was 
directed  to  locate  the  port  at  
Tharuthazhaiyur.  Contrary  to  this  



direction,  however,  Power  Finance 
Corporation  has  sought  clearance 
for the rejected site.

The  650  metre  shorefront 
proposed to be used for the 
port  is  empty  and  unused 
by local fisherfolk.

Fishermen from Chinnakuppam and 
Periakuppam  use  the  above 
shorefront.  People  from  inland 
villages  too  use  the  beach  for  
shore-based fishing using hook and  
line, and hand cast nets.

The  local  seas  are  not 
significant  fishing  grounds. 
All  villages  in  the  vicinity, 
including 
Tharuthazhaikuppam, 
Chinnakuppam, 
Periakuppam  and 
Kadapakkam  together  only 
land  50  tonnes  of  fish  per 
month.

At  least  8  villages  –  from 
Paramankenikuppam  to 
Alhambraikuppam  –  are  entirely  
dependent  on  the  local  seas.  
Several  thousands  of  people,  
including people from as far off as  
Kalpakkam,  fish  in  the  kazhivelis  
during the monsoon. This cannot be  
dismissed  as  insignificant.  The  13  
launch boats in Kadapakkam alone 
catch a minimum of 3 tons daily (or  
about 90 tons/month).

There are no fish breeding 
or  feeding  grounds  in  the 
vicinity of the project site.

The  Mudaliarkuppam  estuary  and 
the Alhambrai estuary are important  
sites for fish breeding. Further, the  
seagrass  and  mangrove 
ecosystems  of  
Yedayanthittu/Alhambrai  estuary  
are  recognised  as  ecologically  
sensitive also owing to their role as  
feeding  grounds  for  fish.   A study  
commissioned  by  the  proponent,  
and  conducted  by  the  Centre  for  
Advanced  Studies  in  Marine 



Sciences,  Annamalai  University,  
has  concluded  that  the  Cheyyur  
Lagoon/Mudaliarkuppam estuary  is  
a  significant  feeding  and  breeding  
ground for fish.

The  fisherfolk  in  the  area 
are only artisanal. Industrial 
or mechanised fishing is not 
prevalent.

At  least  15  mechanised  boats  
operate  at  Alhambrai.  All  boats,  
including  artisanal  boats,  catch  
export-quality fish, which is routinely  
picked up by traders that visit all the  
kuppams. In any case, the fact that  
fishing  is  only  artisanal  is  to  be  
celebrated as artisanal fisheries are  
far more sustainable than industrial 

fishing.

The project will only have a 
localised effect, and will not 
affect fisheries production of 
the state.

The  project  will  affect  not  just  
marine fisheries,  but  also  Cheyyur  
Taluk's  substantial  inland fisheries.  
It is shocking that while the project  
proponent  admits  that  the  project  
will have a local effect, it dismisses  
this  as insignificant  since only  this  
region's fisherfolk will  be sacrificed  
and  that  the  State  will  not  even  
notice it. The fish from this region is  
exported  and  sent  to  distant  
markets  in  Chennai,  Pondicherry  
and Kerala. Contamination of fish is  
not merely a local problem.

There  are  no  mangroves, 
seagrass  beds  near  the 
project area.

The  Alhambrai  estuary  and 
Yedaianthittu lagoon both within 10  
km  of  the  project  site,  have 



mangroves  and seagrass.  A study  
commissioned  by  the  proponent,  
and  conducted  by  the  Centre  for  
Advanced  Studies  in  Marine 
Sciences,  Annamalai  University,  
has reported extensive presence of  
seagrass  beds  in  the  Cheyyur  
Lagoon.

The  number  of  “migratory 
birds” in Cheyyur Lagoon is 
“negligible.”

A  20-year  study  done  by  a  
Pondicherry-based birdwatcher has  
recorded  upto  22,000  birds  in  the  
lagoon  on  one  occasion.  The 
Alhambrai estuary and Yedaianthittu  
kazhiveli, near Marakkanam is part  
of the Kaluvelli tank complex, which  
is an internationally recognised bird  
area. Birds from faraway countries,  
including  Siberia  come  here  in  
winter months.

There are no sand dunes in 
the project area for the port, 
and the land where the port 
is set to come up is entirely 
flat.

The port site, and most of the route  
taken  by  the  coal  conveyor  and 
stormwater drain will  be over sand  
dunes.

Nesting of Olive Ridley sea 
turtles is only sporadic, and 
no nests were observed in 
the nesting season of 2010-
2011  in  the  Panaiyur 
beaches,  according  to  a 
study conducted by NIOT.

A  study  conducted  by  Tree  
Foundation,  Chennai,  found  1217 
eggs in 15 nests in a 3 km stretch of  
beach starting from Periakuppam in  
the 2010-2011 nesting season.

Mercury  emissions  to  air The  power  plant  could  end  up  



are 1.1 mg per day. releasing  up  to  46  kg  of  mercury  
into the air if run on Australian coal.  
To put things in perspective, 1 gram 
of  mercury  is  sufficient  to  
contaminate a 25 acre lake.

Besides these false claims, there are a number of glaring lapses 
or omissions in the project documents:

1. The  impact  of  the  coal  conveyor  corridor,  including  on 
sand dunes, has not been assessed.

2. The impact  of  the entire  project  on tourism, agriculture, 
inland and marine fisheries, migratory birds, movement of 
turtles and, on surface water and groundwater have not 
been assessed.

3. The impact of  drainage (draining of rainwaters)  and the 
possibilities of flooding in surrounding area because of the 
construction of the power plant have not been studied.

4. No area drainage study has been done for the ash pond.

5. The  impacts  of  the  ash  pond  on  surrounding  areas, 
including  on  agriculture,  groundwater  and  waterbodies 
have not been assessed.

6. No primary data about marine or inland fisheries has been 
provided.

7. The village of Panaiyur is conspicuously absent from the 
list of villages falling with the 10 km of the project area.

8. The  study on  social  and  economic  impacts  of  the  port 
provides  no  information  about  Periakuppam  and 
Chinnakuppam.

9. The  levels  of  toxic  heavy  metals  –  mercury,  arsenic, 
chromium  etc  –  in  the  coal  to  be  used  has  not  been 
provided. The impact of these metals in the environment 



and health of local people has not been assessed.

10.The impact of the power plant on salt manufacturing in the 
area has not been assessed.

11. The cumulative impact assessment fails to consider key 
ongoing  and  proposed  activities,  including  the  coal 
conveyor corridor, a proposed 2000 MW coal-fired thermal 
plant  in  Marakkanam  less  than  15  km  away,  salt 
manufacturing,  prawn  hatcheries,  aquaculture,  existing 
and proposed tourism proposals.

12.The source of water for construction of power plant and 
coal conveyor corridor have not been mentioned, and the 
impacts of the same have not been assessed.

13.Coal and flyash are a major source of radiation. The levels 
and effects of radiation on local people's health  have not 
been studied.

14.The  proponents  have  stated  that  there  is  no  risk  of 
flooding  or  cyclonic  storms  in  the  inland  and  coastal 
project locations. Their disaster assessment and disaster 
management plans are, therefore, silent on this count.

15.There has been no assessment of the project's emission 
of climate changing gases such as Carbon dioxide.

What the Project will Consume:

Land 1200 to 1600 acres, incl. 200 to 400 
acres  for  ash  pond  in 
Vilangadu/Kokkaranthangal; 83 acres 
for port in Panaiyur Kuppam, and 48 
acres  for  coal  conveyor  corridor 
through  Panaiyur,  Vilambur, 
Gangadevankuppam  and  Vedal. 
More than 70 percent of lands to be 



acquired is agricultural.

Villages  directly 
affected

Panaiyur,  Vilambur, 
Gangadevankuppam,  Cheyyur  B, 
Vedal,  Thanneerpandhal,  Palaiyur, 
Kokkaranthangal,  Chittarkadu, 
Arkadu, Vilangadu

Water requirements a)  Construction  phase:  Quantity  not 
known. Source not known. Most likely 
local groundwater.

b)  Power  plant  operation:  86  crore 
litres/day – from sea

c) Port operation: 1.5 crore litres/day 
– from Cheyyur village (groundwater)

Wastewater 53.35  crore  litres/day.  Discharged 
into  sea  1.5  km  off  Panaiyur 
Chinnakuppam. 

Coal requirements 1.4  crore  tonnes/year.  45000 
tonnes/day.  From  Australia,  China, 
Indonesia or South Africa.

Coal storage 310,000 tonne coal yard in Panaiyur

Ash 
generation/disposal

5400  tonnes/day.  19.4  lakh 
tonnes/year. Dumped in ash pond in 
Vilangadu/Kokkaranthangal.

Impact of Port and Jetty

A jetty will be constructed into the sea to provide calm conditions 
for large-size coal ships to berth. The jetty will cause erosion to 



the North and south of the site. Such erosion will mean loss of 
beach space for fishing related activities. The erosion will  also 
bring  the  sea closer  to  the  residential  area and make homes 
more  vulnerable  to  cyclonic  storms.  Seawater  will  enter  the 
groundwater. Handpumps closer to shore will become useless.

The  company  will  fence  off  a  650  metre  shorefront  between 
Chinnakuppam and Periakuppam. This will be out of bounds for 
local people. Fishing activities will be restricted during arrival and 
departure of coal ships. The risk of damage to boats and nets by 
coal ships cannot be ruled out. Finally, coal will be spilled into the 
water during unloading operations. This will also pollute the local 
seas and contaminate the fish catch.

Impacts on People and Health

Coal typically contains large quantities of silica, iron oxides, and 
calcium oxides, and trace quantities of other minerals containing 
mercury, arsenic, cadmium, chromium, lead, antimony, strontium, 
uranium  and  thorium.  The  latter  two  also  decay  into  other 
radioactive products like radium and radon. All these metals are 
toxic. Some, such as mercury, can change into more lethal forms 
and build up in the environment to dangerous levels.

Air Pollution

The Cheyyur plant will have a tall chimney. While this is meant to 
increase dilution and reduce concentrations of pollutants to “safe” 
levels,  such  tall  chimneys  also  tend  to  increase  the  area  of 
impact of the power plant.

When coal is burnt, the impurities contained inside it are released 
either  through  the  chimney,  as  fugitive  emissions  that  escape 
from the boiler, or through solid and liquid waste. The sulphur 
contained in coal is released as sulphur dioxide which can result 
in localised or regional acid rain. Coal dust is also a significant 
local pollutant as it flies from coal storage yards, or when it is 
transported from storage points to points of consumption.



Table 1: Toxic Heavy Metals in North American Coal

in milligram per kg of coal

Metal Content 
in  Coal 
(mg/kg)

Quantity 
emitted   daily 
by  Cheyyur 
plant (kg)

Health  and  ecological 
effects

Arsenic 7.6 342 Carcinogen. Affects heart, 
skin,  peripheral  nervous 
system.  Accumultates  in 
freshwater  plants  and 
bivalves  and  enters  food 
supply

Cadmium 0.058 2.6 Causes lung and prostate 
cancer,  bone  diseaser, 
anemia  and  learning 
disabilities

Chromium 22 990 Nasal  ulcers,  respiratory 
disorders,  lung  cancer, 
stomach  tumours.  Sperm 
damage  reported  in  lab 
animals.

Lead 48 2160 No safe level for children. 
Neurological  damage. 
Learning  disabilities, 
attention  disorders  and 
behavioural problems

Antimony 0.7 31.5 Respiratory, 
cardiovascular  and 
gastroenteric disorders.



Strontium 340 15300 Naturally  occuring 
strontium not harmful. But 
radioactive  isotopes  can 
cause bone cancer.

Uranium 1 45 Reproductive  toxin.  Can 
also  affect  kidney,  brain, 
liver  and  heart.  Uranium 
decays into radon which is 
associated  with  lung 
cancer.

Mercury 0.22 9.9 Potent neurotoxin. Affects 
central  nervous  system. 
Dental problems. Memory 
loss.  Methyl  mercury can 
affect  pregnancy 
outcomes.  Cause serious 
birth defects.

* Note: Levels of metals in coal varies widely from one mine to another.

Sulphur dioxide is an acidic gas that is extremely corrosive and 
toxic. It causes acid rain, which can harm agriculture and acidify 
oceans. Even slight changes in the acidity of oceans can cause 
serious changes in fisheries resources. The Cheyyur power plant 
can  be  expected  to  release  about  576  tonnes  of  sulphur 
dioxide every day.

Table 2: Typical emissions of key air pollutants from US coal-fired  
power plants

Carbon dioxide 1 kg/MWh

Sulphur dioxide 6 kg/MWh

Nitrous oxides 2.72 kg/MWh



* MWh is Megawatt hour is a unit to express production or  
generation  of  electricity.It  represents  the  number  of  MWs  
generated in an hour. If a 1000 MW power plant generates  
1000 megawatts every hour for a day (24 hours), it  would  
have generated 24000 MWh.

“Nitrous oxides” is  used to  refer  to  a combination of  gases, 
including nitric oxide, nitrous oxide and nitrogen dioxide. Nitric 
oxide is not toxic, but is easily converted to nitrogen dioxide in 
air. Nitrogen dioxide is toxic to plants, and can injure leaves and 
reduce yield, especially in combination with sulphur dioxide and 
ozone. Nitrous oxides also contribute to acid rain. The Cheyyur 
power plant  can be expected to release about  260 tonnes of 
nitrous oxides every day.

Carbon dioxide is an important contributor to climate change. 
Increasing levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere result in a 
gradual  warming  of  global  temperatures.  This  phenomenon is 
called  Global  Warming.  Global  warming  can  have  dangerous 
effects.  It  can increase the frequency and intensity of extreme 
weather  events  like  rains,  droughts  and cyclones.  It  can alter 
rainfall  patterns  and  devastate  agriculture.  Also,  as  global 
temperatures increase, the polar ice caps will begin to melt. This 
will  cause  sea  levels  to  increase  which  will,  in  turn,  result  in 
flooding of low-lying areas. Increasing sea levels will also cause 
salinity  intrusion,  affecting  viability  of  agriculture  in  hinterland 
areas.  The  Cheyyur  power  plant  can  be  expected  to  release 
about 100,000 tonnes of Carbon dioxide every day.

Mercury is  a  potent  neurotoxin.  It  can  cause  serious  birth 
deformities,  memory  loss,  brain  damage,  nervous  disorders, 
dental  problems,  and  tumours.  Mercury  escapes  through  the 
chimneys as a gas. Because it is a heavy metal, mercury does 
not  remain  air-borne for  long.  It  deposits  on  land,  where  it  is 
carried  by  rainwater  into  waterbodies.  Once  inside  the 
waterbodies, mercury is acted upon by microorganisms and is 



converted into methyl mercury, which is far more toxic than even 
mercury. Methyl mercury, which is ingested by aquatic animals, is 
not easily excreted. So over a period of time, the levels of methyl 
mercury  inside  the  animal's  body  builds  up.  As  many  small 
animals are eaten by a bigger animal higher up in the food chain, 
the  level  of  mercury  in  the  larger  animal's  body can  magnify 
several  fold.  Such  increases  can  reach  dangerous  and  even 
lethal levels at the top of the food chain. Mercury builds up quite 
rapidly in fish, and humans can get dangerous doses of mercury 
by eating contaminated fish.

Cheyyur is a region rich in waterbodies, and in inland and marine 
fisheries.  It  is  said  that  as  little  as  a  gram  of  mercury  can 
contaminate a 25 acre lake. The Cheyyur power plant can be 
expected to release nearly 10 kg of mercury every day.

Coal dust is of particular concern to workers and people living in 
the vicinity of coal storage yards. Fine, suspended coal dust – 
particularly in empty warehouses or around store areas – can 
catch  fire  and  explode  spontaneously.  Such  accidents  can 
happen  without  warning  and  can  have  deadly  consequences. 
Coal dust is also toxic as it contains cancer-causing chemicals 
and heavy metals that can enter our body when we breathe. Coal 
dust can cause respiratory disorders, heart  problems and lung 
cancer. The port at Panaiyur will store 310,000 tonnes of coal. 
Also, coal will be transported through Panaiyur and Vilambur to 
the  power  plant.  Coal  dust  will  also  be  released  along  the 
alignment of the conveyor.

Coal ash or fly ash contains high levels of iron, silica, and heavy 
metals like arsenic, chromium and lead. Ash, particularly fly ash, 
become easily airborne entering surrounding homes, and settling 
on vegetation in the surrounding areas. The winds will blow fine 
ash particles into surrounding homes and farms in the vicinity. 
Besides causing respiratory and heart problems among people 
who breathe this dust,  the ash will  also inhibit  photosynthesis, 



reduce agricultural yields and contaminate food crops grown in 
the  vicinity  of  the  ash  pond.  One  of  the  most  significant 
contaminant in coal ash is silica. Silica-laden dust is particularly 
dangerous  as  it  is  known  to  cause  “silicosis”  --  a  fatal  lung 
disease caused by inhaling silica.

The Cheyyur plant will dump 19.40 lakh tonnes of flyash every 
year into an ash pond in Vilangadu.

Impacts on Sea

a) Hot and Salty Water

To cater to its daily water needs of  86.4 crore litres, seawater 
will  be sucked in from the sea using giant pipes and massive 
pumps at  a  rate  of  100,000  litres  per  second.  At  this  rate  of 
suction, marine life in the vicinity of the intake pipe will be sucked 
in.

Before this water is used for desalination or to cool the steam, 
chemicals are added to the seawater to kill all marine organisms 
that  will  otherwise  damage  the  sensitive  and  expensive 
equipment. A major portion of this water will be used for cooling 
the steam. A total  of  53.35 crore litres of wastewater will  be 
discharged  back  into  the  sea  every  day.  The  wastewater 
generated after cooling the steam will be hot – 7 degrees or more 
above the temperature of sea water.

Marine life is very sensitive to changes in temperature. As water 
temperature  increases,  the  levels  of  life-supporting  dissolved 
oxygen in the water decreases. Mobile life forms, like fish, will 
leave the area and move to cooler waters.  However,  the food 
sources – particularly, plankton – will be unable to escape and 
will die. With the food sources gone, the fish too will go, leaving 
behind  a  marine  desert  in  the  area  where  temperatures  are 
higher than normal.



A  smaller  portion  of  the  seawater  will  be  converted  into 
freshwater using a process called desalination. This process will 
generate effluents that are far more saline than seawater. These 
effluents  too  will  be  dicharged  along  with  the  coolant  water. 
Marine  life  is  also  sensitive  to  salinity  changes.  Water   that 
contains more salt than seawater is heavier than seawater, and 
will sink to the floor of the sea. There it will act like a blanket, 
suffocating life.

b) Dredging and its impacts on the sea

The coal jetty will be designed for large ships capable of carrying 
105,000 tonne loads of coal. Such ships require a depth of 18-20 
metres to sail. To create a navigational channel of this depth, a 
total  of  80  lakh  cubic  metre  of  ocean  floor  will  be  dredged. 
Imagine a building that is 650 feet tall, 650 feet wide and 650 feet 
wide. The dredged material can fill such a building.

This  channel  has  to  be  maintained  by dredging  about  3  lakh 
tonnes of sediment every year. At the time of dredging, life on the 
ocean  floor  will  be  smothered,  and  the  surrounding  area  will 
suffer  from  increased  turbidity.  The  dredged  sediment  will  be 
transported away from the channel and dumped into the ocean at 
a  different  location.  Here  too,  the  bottom-dwelling  life  will  be 
smothered, and turbidity will increase.

Impacts on Water Environment

The  Cheyyur  power  plant  and  port  are  surrounded  by  many 
water bodies, including  eris, lagoons and estuaries. The power 
plant is surrounded on all sides by water – Vedal eri, Chittarkadu 
eri, and the Odiyur/Cheyyur kazhiveli (lagoon). The ash pond too 
has the Boothoor eri, the Arkadu eri in its vicinity. The port site is 
bounded by the sea to the east, the Mudaliarkuppam estuary to 
the North, the Buckingham Canal and Cheyyur  kazhiveli  to the 



west,  and  the  Yedaianthittu/Alhambrai  kazhiveli to  the  south. 
Drinking  water,  and  agriculture  is  dependent  wholly  on  the 
natural drainage of the area, the irrigation tanks and ponds, and 
the abundant groundwater.

Constructing a power plant and related infrastructure over a 1000 
acre plot of land requires a lot of water. While water for its daily 
operation may be drawn from the sea, water for construction will  
have to come from the local area. The port alone expects to draw 
150  lakh  litres  of  water  each  day  from  Cheyyur  village.  The 
plant's  needs during construction will  be much higher.  Such a 
large amount of water, if extracted from the ground, can result in 
depletion  of  groundwater,  and  intrusion  of  seawater  into  the 
groundwater  table.  Falling  water  tables  and  increased  salt 
content  in  groundwater  will  have a devastating effect  on local 
agriculture and also hurt drinking water supplies. Panchayats and 
local  bodies  will  then  have  to  spend  more  money  to  provide 
drinking water.

a) Run-off from coal storage:

Coal  contains  numerous  toxic  heavy  metals  including  arsenic 
and lead. Coal storage yards are a likely source of ground water 
contamination  with  heavy metals  like  arsenic  and lead.  Storm 
and rain water run-off from coal stock yards, like the proposed 
yard in Panaiyur, are acidic and will likely be contaminated with 
heavy metals. Because Panaiyur resident depend on sub-surface 
water brought out by hand-pumps, the likelihood of exposure to 
toxins from coal is very high.

Arsenic  can cause skin,  lung and bladder  cancer.  It  can also 
cause heart  diseases,  and kidney failure.  Lead is of  particular 
concern to growing children as it affects their brain development, 
cause anemia, and lead to behavioural problems.



The Cheyyur power plant will store large quantities of coal at the 
port site (310,000 tonnes) and at the plant site. The rain water 
run off from the port will be collected on a settling pond on the 
beach near Chinnakuppam and released into sea. The rainwater 
runoff  from  the  power  plant  will  enter  the  surrounding  water 
bodies,  including  the  Cheyyur  Lagoon/Odiyur  lake,  and  be 
channeled through a storm water drain that will  empty into the 
sea through a natural drain south of Periakuppam village.

b) Coal ash/ Fly ash

Coal ash contains concentrated levels of  toxic metals such as 
arsenic,  uranium,  thallium,  thorium,  cadmium,  iron,  chromium, 
cadmium,  boron  and  lead.  These  poisons  can  enter  the 
groundwater and harm those consuming these waters.

Arsenic can enter the body even through the skin, when people 
come in contact with contaminated waters. Uranium and thorium 
are radioactive, and can over very long periods of time, decay 
into radium and radon. The latter is a cancer-causing gas.

Thallium is suspected to cause cancer. Because it is tasteless 
and highly soluble in water, it is difficult for people to detect it in  
drinking water.

The  coal  ash  pond  is  likely  to  come  up  in  Vilangadu  and 
Kokkaranthangal villages, just up-gradient of Arkadu and Zamin 
Boothoor  and  Chittarkadu  eris.  Rainwater  from  the  hills  near 
Vilangadu will flow through the poisonous ash ponds into these 
lakes,  and  add  to  siltation  of  the  lakes  with  toxic  ash,  and 
contamination of farmlands irrigated by these lakes. Run-off from 
the ash pond will also flow towards the Cheyyur kazhiveli. During 
the monsoon season, thousands of people from as far away as 
Kalpakkam visit the kazhiveli to harvest fish, prawns and snails. 
The company has not done any study to ascertain the drainage 
in this area.



c) Stormwater drain

Most of Cheyyur taluk is characterised by sandy soil. Such soil 
has high permeability, and rain water is absorbed easily and run-
off is only after the receiving soils become saturated. The power 
plant, however, would drastically change the ability of the lands 
to  absorb  rainwater,  as  nearly  450  acres  will  be  covered  in 
concrete. At peak rainfall, nearly 40,000 litres/second will run off 
the site. All this water is to be channeled to a stormwater drain at 
the South eastern edge of the plant site (near the Odiyur lagoon). 
From  here,  it  will  run  as  a  30  metre  drain  through 
Gangadevankuppam,  cutting  a  channel  through  the  Vanjimod, 
across  the  ECR and the  Buckingham Canal,  and through the 
sand  dunes  to  empty  into  the  sea  just  south  of  Panaiyur 
Periakuppam.  This  proposal  poses two dangers  – one,  it  can 
aggravate flooding in downstream areas, and seriously alter the 
beach  profile  in  Periakuppam.  Two,  it  can  contaminate  of 
agricultural lands, groundwater and fish.

The  rainwaters  running  off  from  the  plant  will  carry  the 
contaminants  –  such  as  coal  dust,  oil  and  other  chemicals  -- 
present in the grounds of the power plant causing pollution along 
the route and finally dumping it on the beach in Panaiyur. Given 
that coal dust contains significant levels of toxic chemicals and 
metals that can build up to dangerous levels in fish, the proposal  
to discharge these toxic waters into the sea is ill-advised.

d) Sand dunes, Water Security and Agricultural Security

The port area, and the alignment of the coal conveyor corridor 
and stormwater drain will significantly affect the dune formations 
along the Cheyyur coast. Dunes are found in three successive 
formations.  Closest  to  the  coast,  the  first  sand dune complex 
rises  from the  beach  till  the  Buckingham Canal.  West  of  the 
Buckingham  Canal  too,  broken  sand  dunes  are  observed  in 



patches with dense vegetation. The third dune complex – also 
the highest and furthest inland – is called the Vanji Mode and is 
found  between  3  and  5  km  inland  running  in  north-south 
direction.

The Buckingham Canal  dune complexes,  and the  Vanji  Mode 
sand  dune  complex  are  vital  to  this  region's  agricultural 
infrastructure. The dunes are storehouses of freshwater, and also 
a barrier  against  the salty sea breeze which hurts  agriculture. 
Villages like Gangadevankuppam, Vilambur and Panaiyur are all 
wholly  dependent  on  borewells  for  drinking  water.  These 
borewells  remain  productive  only  because  of  the  presence  of 
sand – which filters and holds the rainwater in the ground. That is 
the reason for the presence of agriculture on the landward side of 
each stretch of dunes. The agricultural lands west of Vanji Mode, 
are all single-crop patta lands, that rely on the spring-fed  vanji  
kulams (ponds).  Tampering  with  the  dunes  will  have  an 
immediate and localised effect on agriculture and drinking water.


