SETHUSAMUDRAM SHIP CANAL PROJECT (SSCP): A SEA OF LIES

A. PROJECT BACKGROUND

Since 1955, Indian experts have revisited the ‘Sethusamudram Ship Canal Project’ (SSCP), first proposed 1860 by Commander A. D. Taylor, which would let large ships reliably pass during all weather conditions through Adam’s Bridge, a barrier of shingle that separates the Palk Bay from the Gulf of Mannar. Sethusamudram Ship Channel Project (SSCP) is about developing an offshore shipping channel which is 274 km long passing through passing through the Gulf of Mannar, the Palk Strait and the Palk Bay. It involves dredging in an area 74km long, 300 metres wide and to a depth of 12 metres.


It claims to cut short the distance (not time) for ships navigating between the west and east coasts of India, by avoiding the circumnavigation of Sri Lanka.  In the proposed route, ships would navigate through the Gulf of Mannar and the Palk Bay and enter the Bay of Bengal directly, thereby reducing by about 500 km, the distance covered by ships travelling between India’s east and west coasts. 

Project Proponent: The current project proponent is the Tuticorin Port Trust.  A Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) called the Sethusamudram Corporation Ltd (SCL) has been created for implementing the project.

Project Costs: Rs 2,427crore 

Project Location 

The Palk Bay and Gulf of Mannar are considered to be among the world's richest marine biological resources. The Gulf of Mannar has been chosen as a biosphere reserve primarily because of its biological and ecological uniqueness. The 10,500 sq km Gulf of Mannar (GoM) area, along which the canal is proposed, was notified as a Marine National Park in 1986.   The region has a distinctive socio-economic and cultural profile shaped by its geography.  It has 3,600 species of plants and animals (including the endangered mammals like dugong and five species of sea turtles), which make it India's biologically richest coastal regions. It is, of course, specially known for its corals, of which there are 117 species belonging to 37 genera. It is one of the richest and most productive fishing grounds with over 500,000 people depending on the resources for their livelihoods. 

B. ENVIRONMENT CLEARANCE VIOLATIONS

1. Disrupted Public Hearings

The first set of public hearings was held between 7th to 16th September 2004 in the six districts. The Public hearings (especially in Pudukottai and Tuticorin districts) were unruly and did not allow for effective public participation. Many political party workers were present at the hearing and created pandemonium when views opposed to the project were expressed.  Hence the public hearing did not give scope for effective participation of local communities and environment groups. Groups from outside the districts (especially environment groups) were not allowed to speak and express their views or ask questions 

2. Public hearing panellists not in accordance with the EIA notification    

In Pudukotai and Ramanathapuram, they consisted of only the District Collector and a representative of the Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board (TNPCB). In a counter to a writ petition in the Madras High court, the proponent claimed “inability of panellists to attend would not render public hearings deficient”. The fact that the public hearings were ineffective is also validated by the fact that TNPCB issued a public notice stating that previous public hearings that were conducted were incomplete. The TNPCB proposed to hold the hearings again in all the six districts between 23rd to 30th November 2004.  The central objection to the earlier public hearings were that the EIA report prepared by the project authorities was only a Rapid EIA and contained inadequate information. Details of the Detailed Project Report and the Executive Summary were not available for reference. Essentially, the public was left with the same earlier inadequate documents and therefore their objections regarding the validity of the earlier hearings still remained. The public hearings were again ineffective and in two of the districts (Thiruvarur and Nagapattinam) could not completed again (as they were disrupted by political party representatives in favour of the project). They were proposed to be held again at a later date. (Ref: Amendment of 10th April 1997, Para 3 schedule IV)
3. Public Hearings without the Public- One month after the Tsunami

A fresh notice was issued by the TNPCB to hold public hearings on 28th January 2005 and 2nd February 2005 ( in Thiruvarur and Nagapattinam respectively), barely a month after the devastating tsunami. This despite the fact that it was repeatedly brought to the notice of the District collectors that the project affected people would not be able to participate in the public hearings as they were displaced by the tsunami and were in relief camps and were moving to temporary shelters.

4. Ministry violates it own guidelines

In the “Explanatory Note Regarding The Impact Assessment Notification Dated 27th January, 1994a document issued by the MoEF, Point 5 states a No Objection Certificate from the concerned Pollution Control Board as a requisite document for according environmental clearance to the project. The TNPCB has not issued a No Objection Certificate and yet the Ministry of Environment and Forest went ahead and issued the environmental clearance for the project on 30th March 2005 thus violating its own laws and guidelines.

5 Inadequate and incomplete Environment Impact Assessment Report 

i. Absence of a comprehensive EIA report 

The explanatory note to the EIA notification states “As a Comprehensive EIA report will normally take at least for its preparation, project proponents may furnish Rapid EIA report to the IAA based on one season data. Comprehensive EIA report may be submitted later, if so asked for by the IAA. The requirement of EIA can be dispensed with by the IAA, in case of projects which are unlikely to cause significant impacts on the environment.” It is widely acknowledged among subject experts that a project of this type and scale requires a comprehensive EIA.  

According to the MOEF EIA Manual, January 2001: “The difference between Comprehensive EIA and Rapid EIA is in the time-scale of the data supplied. Rapid EIA is for speedier appraisal process. While both types of EIA require inclusion/ coverage of all significant environmental impacts and their mitigation, Rapid EIA achieves this through the collection of ‘one season’ (other than monsoon) data only to reduce the time required.” 

ii) Admission by NEERI in its own EIA

The EIA report submitted by NERRI for the Tuticorin Port Trust is actually a Rapid EIA and not a comprehensive one. The EIA report itself on page 1.14 in section 1.5.1 makes this admission and states “This rapid environment impact assessment study report is to be prepared incorporating available baseline data for the region, environmental impact statement based on identification, prediction and evaluation of impacts ranking of environmentally viable alternatives and environment management plan for acceptable route. The comprehensive EIA report will be prepared later based on the primary data collection for the region.”

iii) Misleading Explanations of Comprehensive EIA

The proponent has been falsely stating at various forums that the same report is a Comprehensive EIA. In fact the proponent has been making misleading statements by way of explanation to project that the report is comprehensive. They have however, chosen to ignore the fundamental definition (from the MOEF EIA manual of the Comprehensive EIA - the collection of a full year’s primary data.)

The proponent in the counter to the Writ Petition in the Chennai High Court stated that the term “rapid” in the report must be seen in the light of the sum and substance of the report which shows it was comprehensive and not a rapid EIA and also that “ the difference between a rapid and a comprehensive EIA is the time scale of data supplied, in this view, the report of EIA was not a rapid EIA as it took two years to complete.

In a letter to the Tuticorin Port Trust, dated 20th November 2004 the Director NEERI wrote that it had “ submitted details of the EIA report in 2004 and further updated it in August 2004 based on revised dredging material quantities in light of techno-economic feasibility report. Thus the words “rapid” appearing in the document be ignored”. In the same letter he further says that “the EIA report has addressed all environmental issues related to the project by collecting primary data including seasonal data variations in the region and the Environment Management Plan delineated in the report is based on the exercise identification, prediction and evaluation of impacts. Thus the report is detailed and comprehensive”! 

In both these cases there is no mention of the word “primary data”. A comprehensive EIA should have primary data at least for one year. In addition, other secondary data may be used (which may be more than one year). Thus, time scale data may be 5 years, which is all secondary data, but the primary data in the report is three months and hence is only a rapid EIA.

6. Withholding relevant documents and information

Documents referred to in the EIA report such as the Detailed Project Report (DPR) were not shared with the groups who had made requests for the same. First, request were made to the TNCPB who in return replied said that they did not have copies of the same and to request the project proponent for the same. Requests were made to the project proponents who till date have not furnished the same. Thus no informed discussion on Cost Benefit Analysis of the project could take place at the public hearing.

7. Withholding minutes of the public hearing 
The MoEF and the Gujarat High Court (Centre for social Justice Vs. Union of India, 2002) have made it clear that minutes of the public hearing should be made available to public. Despite repeated requests by Coastal Action Network and many other NGOs to the TNPCB, the proceedings of the public hearing have not been shared. 
8. Major gaps in the EIA report 
· The report is only a Rapid EIA and not Comprehensive EIA  as mandated by law.

· The EIA report ignores cyclone data of the past. The report makes no mention of the frequency of tropical cyclones in the Bay of Bengal, which amount to about 4-5 per year, a steadily increasing 

· The EIA report has not studied the sedimentation data and regimes in the region of the Palk Bay and the Gulf of Mannar (a fact that was publicly acknowledged by the Director of NEERI). This in affect means that the potential impact on the fragile ecosystems of the Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay, especially the coral reefs have been ignored and not studied as part of the EIA.

·      Neither has the proponent nor have the consultants taken into account the impact of tsunamis on sedimentation flow /regimes, changes in the seabed, oil spills and impacts of tsunami related shipping disasters on this eco-region while preparing the Detailed Project Report, Techno-Economic Feasibility report and of course the EIA.

· All aspects of the project will need to re-evaluated and studied again. A Comprehensive EIA will need to be done taking into account the above gaps and public hearings will need to be reheld.

