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1. Introduction 

HELP Foundation has been carrying out ecosystem restoration activities in Ithikkara River-Paravur Lake-
Arabian Sea interface for the past 3 years. Ithikkara River empties itself into Paravur Lake thus terminating 
its 56 Km run. When in spate due to the flood waters of Ithikkara River, Paravur Lake naturally opens up 
the estuary with slight assistance from the indigenous fishermen community. Through this natural 
occurring it empties the rain waters from Kollams elevated areas into the Arabian Sea as and when needed 
during the monsoons. This phenomenon of nature, safeguards the people along the Ithikkara River banks as 
well as the fisher dwellings on the banks of the Paravur Lake. 

The once sprawling fresh waters of Ithikkara near the mouth of Paravur Lake has become more saline in 
nature as the water is not flushed out during monsoons to the Arabian sea due the estuary being blocked 
permanently. The natural cleansing of the river water by natures own mechanism was the key to its aquatic 
life biodiversity. Fresh water fishes of the Ithikkara River have all but vanished. Fishing families along the 
river bank are forced to put up with their loss of livelihood. 

People who live near the river and its tributaries indeed are deeply concerned about the decline of the 
river's water retention capacity due to loss of riparian vegetation, tree cover, top soil loss, illegal sand 
mining and also the serious water pollution issues due to garbage and waste disposal into the river all along 
the stretch of it. There is now acute shortage of water in summer. The once healthy river is in peril of 
disappearing in the immediate future. 

Rampant illegal mechanized sand mining all along the river has made the river shallow due to caving in of 
its sides and the river bed is virtually like plain land as sand islands crop up during dry seasons highlighting 
the plight of the Ithikkara River. The deafening sound of huge machines sucking out sand is more or less 
routine during any part of the day as its mandatory business in certain pockets still. Of late the river has 
broken up into several rivulets as the original bed has been permanently damaged due to the brick 
manufacturing industry & illegal sand mining.  

This led us to travel to all the Panchayats where Ithikkara River flows and what we realized was contrary to 
popular perception the river is non perennial. It dries up in very long stretches upstream and it remains like 
that most part of the year (See Annexure). We have noticed that the very Panchayat from where the river 
originates has sunk Bore well around the sides of the river bank or rather on the river bed itself to cater to 
the needs of Panchayats. It has been reported by the Panchayat authorities itself that these bore wells along 
the edge of the river bank yields no water in the summer months. This would mean that the hypheric zone 
or rather to a larger extent the river bed is not functioning. More importantly in vast stretches we have seen 
that the river is flowing well below the ground level and in certain places its flowing about 12 feet low vis-
a-vis  to the banks so it looks like a guided drain. This has been caused by the mining activity and the trees 
on the edge of the river bank are on the verge of falling over or collapsing into the river. 

Further our discussions with the Panchayats through the River Watch Committees constituted by HELP 
Foundation gave us more insights into the dilapidation that has happened over the last 3 decades. This 
prompted us to visit the catchment area and study the catchment area itself as to why is the river non 
perennial or rather how can we arrest the slide of the river and look for ways to protect the river. Hence 
such a report is being put out by HELP Foundation for bringing this matter urgently to the authorities so 
that not only Ithikkara River but also the Catchment area of Kallada River which feeds Ashtamudi Lake 
can also be strengthened. Already Ashtamudi Lake is reeling under sever water shortage due to the Kallada 
Irrigation Diversion and the catchment area is occupied by plantations. 

In essence an initiative which we embarked upon to carry out ecosystem restoration activities around 
Paravur Lake made us realize that Ithikkara River should be salvaged first to sustain Paravur Lake, this in 
turn led us to startling findings about what ails Ithikkara River. As we started to travel upstream Ithikkara 
through the Panchayats we saw the river is absent or gone missing in many places and there are Rubber 
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Trees and huge encroachments into the river bed and even diversions which has caused the river to change 
flows and take deviated or altered routes.   

How can such permanent changes take effect if the river is healthy, this inquisitiveness made us travel to 
the upper catchment area in Western Ghats and hence these findings. So in a nutshell HELP Foundation has 
studied the Ithikkara River-Paravur Lake-Arabian Sea Ecosystem as a whole and we believe studying the 
ecosystem in totality is key to restoring nature rather than a piece meal approach. 

 

 

Fig-1: Ariel View of the Catchment Area during monsoon where the origination point is seen amidst Oil 
Palms 
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2. Origination Point of Ithikkara River from Chitra Oi l Palm Estate

�

Fig-2: Origination 

�

The upper catchment of Ithikkara River, the Western Ghats has been subjected to massive deforestation 
over the past three decades in the name of plantations, all what we see 
the hills. These small rivulets as shown ab
converge together at Moonattumukku and this is the spot from where Ithikkara River Originates. The 
rivulet originating from Edappana

Meanwhile the rivulet or small stream originating from 
from Oonthupachha, Thakaramannu, Cheenikkala and 
Moonattummukku. Just a few meters from Moonattummukku, Darppannathodu merges and thus starts the 
long journey of 56 kms through 12 local bodies and merges into Paravur Lake.

As seen in the subsequent photographs from where these rivulets originate the water is just a trickle an
vegetation around them is sparse and settlements are seen around it permanent and upcoming. This we fear 
is going to virtually kill the flow from upper catchment except during monsoons and at least in 
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Origination Point of Ithikkara River from Chitra Oi l Palm Estate 

2: Origination Point of Ithikkara River at Moonattumukku 

The upper catchment of Ithikkara River, the Western Ghats has been subjected to massive deforestation 
over the past three decades in the name of plantations, all what we see today is tiny streams or rivulets from 
the hills. These small rivulets as shown above by their names merge at various places and all of them 
converge together at Moonattumukku and this is the spot from where Ithikkara River Originates. The 

Edappana merges into Vengoodu Thodu and it travels towards Moonattummukku.  

Meanwhile the rivulet or small stream originating from Annapallayam accepts various other tiny streams 
from Oonthupachha, Thakaramannu, Cheenikkala and Vattavanpanna and 

few meters from Moonattummukku, Darppannathodu merges and thus starts the 
long journey of 56 kms through 12 local bodies and merges into Paravur Lake. 

As seen in the subsequent photographs from where these rivulets originate the water is just a trickle an
vegetation around them is sparse and settlements are seen around it permanent and upcoming. This we fear 
is going to virtually kill the flow from upper catchment except during monsoons and at least in 

���������	
���������������		����	�	�	���	�����	� �

 

The upper catchment of Ithikkara River, the Western Ghats has been subjected to massive deforestation 
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few meters from Moonattummukku, Darppannathodu merges and thus starts the 

As seen in the subsequent photographs from where these rivulets originate the water is just a trickle and the 
vegetation around them is sparse and settlements are seen around it permanent and upcoming. This we fear 
is going to virtually kill the flow from upper catchment except during monsoons and at least in Edappana 
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we found that the path of the rivulet is obstructed by human habitation and the stream is virtually blocked. 

Even the local population is not aware of the significance or importance of the preserving the rivers 
catchment and only old timers were able to pinpoint the precise origins and how it used to be. The River 
Bank Atlas prepared by CESS has none of these details neither specified nor attempted to document, which 
means there isn’t much thought applied to the work. Hence the figure above is an accurate reflectment of 
the upper catchment area than what is shown as “Annexure” on the last page which has been prepared as 
per River Bank Atlas prepared by CESS. 

 In short as water ceases to flow from the catchment and the river bed gets dry people encroach upon and 
thus ruin the river bed. While these illegal encroachment and rubber plantations keeps coming up on the 
river bed regularly, the local Panchayat authorities are busy creating check dams to solve the drinking water 
woes. And MLA, s and MP, s are busy obliging with getting permission for the same which smacks of 
ignorance and high handedness. 

2.1. Vengoodu Thodu 

Below is a photo shot of the place from Vengoodu Thodu Originates on its way to Moonattumukku 

 

Fig-3: Vengoodu Thodu - Origination Point  
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Fig-4: HELP Foundation Team and out guides at Vengoodu Thodu Origination Point 

2.2. Edappana  
Below is a photo shot of Edappana from where Edappana Thodu originates on its way to Moonattumukku 

 

Fig-5: Edappana 
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Fig-6: Edappana Thodu - Origination Point from Edappana 

2.3. Annapallayam  
Below is a photo shot of the place from Annapallayam Originates on its way to Moonattumukku 

 

Fig-7: Annapallayam Thodu Path  
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Fig-8: Annapallayam Thodu - Origination Point  

2.4. Moonattumukku 
All the rivulets shown in figure 2 meet at Moonattumukku and this is the spot where Ithikkara River takes birth and 
starts it journey to Paravur Lake 

 

Fig-9: Moonattumukku - Origination Point of Ithikka ra River 
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Fig-10: another view of Moonattumukku rivulets merger to form Ithikkara River 

2.5. Darppannathodu merging down Moonattumukku 
Just a few meters from Moonattummukku another rivulet Darppannathodu merges into Ithikkara River 

 

Fig-11: Darppannathodu merger into Ithikkara River 



�
� � � � �

����������
�

���������������������	
���������������		����	�	�	 ���	�����	��
�
�

�

3. Ithikkara Rivers Upper Catchment  Area(Chitra Oil P alm Estate) 

Catchment is an area of land where water collects when it rains, often bounded by hills and water flows 
over the landscape it finds its way into streams and down into the soil, eventually feeding the river.  Some 
of this water stays underground and continues to slowly feed the river in times of low rainfall.  Catchments 
are characterized by high biomass cover regulating base flow, thick soil and water retaining capacity and 
dense vegetation. Instead what we saw was barren hill as part of an Oil Palm plantation which is within 
Western Ghats. To our surprise we found the catchment relatively small as our tribal guides explained or 
rather lamented on the dilapidated state of why the river is mostly dry. The forest catchment of Ithikkara 
River is hence forth called Oil Palm Estate in this document.  

It’s unfortunate but true that Conservation and Protection of natural resources has over the years become 
unpopular in Kerala with political class and the gradual degeneration of administration and ethics through 
Panchayati Raj systems manned by mafias and representatives out to make quick bucks. Most of the 
Panchayat representatives are wary of environmentalists and are ignorant of the issues they raise and 
simply go by the buzz word of development. Oil Palm India Limited was established in the year 1977 with 
the objective of propagating oil palm cultivation in the country and more particularly in Kerala. From 1983 
onwards the Company started functioning as a joint venture of the Government of Kerala and Government 
of India with share participation of 51% and 49% respectively. The paid-up share capital of the company is 
Rs.11.78 Cores. Oil Palm India Limited has got a total planted area of 3646 Hectares spread over in three 
estates viz.  Yeroor, Chithara and Kulathupuzha in Kollam District, Kerala. 

PALM OIL OR PALMOLEIN is the oil produced from the red oil palm tree (Elacis Guineensis). Palm Oil 
is extracted from the pulpy portion (mesocarp) of the fruit of Oil Palm. The Crude Palm Oil is deep orange 
red in colour and is semi solid at a temperature of 20 degree centigrade. Palm Oil contains an equal 
proportion of saturated and unsaturated fatty acid containing about 40% oleic acid, 10% linoleic acid, 44% 
palmitic acid and 5% stearic acid. The unprocessed palm oil is used for cooking in various countries. Palm 
Oil is a very rich source of Beta Carotene, an important source of Vitamin A and it contains Tecoropherols 
and Tocotrienols, a natural source of Vitamin E. Vitamin A and Vitamin E contents are the highest in palm 
oil in comparison with any other types of oil and hence consumption of the same boosts health as per the 
government. The company has been running in profit since past two decades. Pursuant to this they could 
pay dividend to State and Central Governments for the last 14 years.  

But slowly and steadily the water flowing down Ithikkara River and Kallada River has decreased gradually 
to the extent that Ithikkara River is only flowing in the upper stretches during the monsoons and the people 
have encroached upon the river bed by planting rubber trees. The entire 3646 Hectares of plantation spread 
over in three estates viz.  Yeroor, Chithara and Kulathupuzha in Kollam District, Kerala was made possible 
by destroying the forest on the foot hill of Western Ghats and planting Palm saplings. The state and central 
government has funded this program so that we could get oil or rather dividends but 8 local bodies are 
suffering from severe drinking water shortage and there is virtually nothing flowing down from the 
catchment area for most part of the year. 

Forest footprint” is a sub component of overall ecological footprint estimates. The area required to produce 
palm oil as well as other food is included in the subcomponent of “crop land”. The increase in area under 
crop land (including area under oil palm cultivation) as a result of forest conversion is reflected in the 
reduction “ecological food print”. The environmental effects of oil palm production have been a major 
concern and its has been amply demonstrated in Kollam District especially the catchment areas of Ithikkara 
River and Kallada River. The adverse  environmental effects of oil palm production include loss of high 
value forests, increased fire hazards, pesticides, poor soil health and no watershed benefits, pollution, 
tremendous biodiversity loss and habitat degradation of endangered species. Pollen is a major health hazard 
during the flowering season and its cause’s severe allergic bouts for majority of the population in and 
around the plantation. 



�
� � � � �

����������
�

���������������������	
���������������		����	�	�	 ���	�����	��
�
�

�

Palm Oil plants have resulted in severe temperature rise around the area and frequent fires and burning of 
stumps etc have rendered the hills or the catchment with no or minimal capacity to retain or store water. 
More over proximity to Punalur as it’s one of the hottest places in Kerala is having its toll on the catchment 
area apart from the oil palm related environmental effects. Heavy deforestation of the rivers catchment area 
through the employees at the Oil Palm estate and through tribal settlements have caused severe pressure on 
water resources as well as increasing pollution due to the pesticides used and dumping of wastes have 
wrecked havoc on the catchment area which is nothing but a barren mountain with palm trees.  

Converting diverse forest ecosystems to these single-crop "monocultures" has degraded or destroyed the 
entire wildlife habitat of this area of the Western Ghats. According to the tribal community the water 
temperatures in Oil Palm plantation streams forming the catchment were almost 3 degrees Celsius warmer 
than forest streams. 

4. Oil Palm and Water Needs 

Oil palm requires sufficient irrigation, as it is a fast growing crop with high productivity and biomass 
production. Oil palm plantation will not grow if assured and adequate irrigation facility is not available and 
this explains why Kerala was chosen by Oil Palm Corporation of India for its activities. For grown up 
yielding palms of 3 years age and above, a minimum of 150 to 200 liters of water per day is required. 
However, in older plantations during hot summer this quantity may be increased up to 300 liters and this 
explains the gradual reduced summer flow of the Ithikkara River from the upper catchment along with all 
the demands of modern ill-conceived development for the estate inhabitants and encroachment politics that 
is being carried out in the region. 

Given the water is a fundamental right of citizens, instead of profits from Oil Plantation of India,  
Government Of Kerala has to ponder about what needs to be done towards securing the water the needs of 
the Panchayats from Chitra down to Mayyanad through which Ithikkara River Flows. 

5. Solution 

Local communities are deeply concerned about their freshwater sources. Yet the long-term impact of oil 
palm plantations on freshwater streams has been completely overlooked until now. We hope this work by 
HELP Foundation will highlight the plight of Ithikkara River and the reduced flow from the catchments of 
Kollam Rivers. We believe these issues will have to be taken up by the authorities and the respective 
Panchayats through which the River flows so that the voice to rural communities, their concerns that 
directly affect their livelihoods and drinking water needs find the right solutions and not the check dam 
constructions by politicians which fill up their coffers. 

It is our understanding that the Oil Palm trees are old and are on the verge of re-plantation. Our findings 
prove that converting logged forests and diverse smallholder agricultural lands to oil palm plantations is 
severely harmful to stream ecosystems and they ruin riverine ecosystems further downstream thus affecting 
large segment of the population. In short this has collapsed the freshwater upper catchment ecosystems and 
has caused significant social and economic hardships in the entire upper regions of Ithikkara River. 

 Very few protections for such small non-intact forest ecosystems exist and worker settlements plus the 
burgeoning tribal population due to mixed marriages is putting the system under severe stress. 

The only solution to save Ithikkara River is that the state governments take over the plantations from Oil 
Palm Corporation of India and start reforestation by involving the tribes and the local population and move 
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towards Participatory Forest Management together with the Forest Department and the local Panchayats.  

6. Participatory Forest Management 

PFM is the only solution to bring back the river to a healthy state and stop it slide towards extinction. PFM 
essentially involves mobilizing local people for group action in managing specific forest area adjacent to 
their settlement and ensuring socio-economic development of community to reduce biotic pressure on 
forests.  This essentially involves sharing responsibilities and benefits according to a well defined and 
mutually agreed set of rules and regulations.  

This would ensure that the local people are gainfully employed even if the oil palm plantation ceases to 
exist and instead they can by gainfully employed for Afforestation activities and thus entrusting upon them 
the task of protecting and conserving the forest. This would essentially mean total oil palm area of 3646 
Hectares spread over in three estates viz.  Yeroor, Chithara and Kulathupuzha in Kollam District should be 
nursed back to healthy contiguous forests as part of Western Ghats as it used to be in the mid Eighties. 

7. Tribal Settlement inside the forest/catchment area 

Another disturbing sight was the creation of concrete structures within the forest for tribes more like the 
current construction of flats for fisher people along Kollam coast. This calls for some serious introspection 
of policies and misuse of taxpayers’ money even though it’s for housing needs. HELP Foundation has 
previously brought the attention of the state government to the issue of asking fisher people to move over to 
flats in Urban Areas.  

This we believe is a Complete Violation of Human Rights and denial of dignity and self pride of the 
relocated fishing community by the government authorities and the faith based social organizations. Here 
again we see a similarity as this concrete dwellings are build within or around forest areas for settling tribal 
people. This is also affecting the contiguity of forests. Kaanni Tribes people who assisted us lamented that 
though the dwellings are safe and sound its affecting their livelihoods and their habitat is slowly getting 
destroyed and they are forced to do other jobs for a living. 

 

Fig-12: Construction on going to settle tribal people 
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Fig-13: Kaanni Tribes people living in concrete structures 

 

Fig-14: Kaanni Tribal People who showed us around the upper catchment of Ithikkara River 
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Fig-14: An original dwelling of Kaanni Tribal People who are now being moved out to concrete structures. 

8. Conservation Recommendation & Conclusion Priorities for the region 

HELP Foundation calls for structural changes in decision making with respect to the approach of 
addressing a deepening environmental crisis which has huge bearing on the population of Kollam with 
respect to the drinking water needs of kollams citizens. Till recently the entire region has taken for granted 
the benefits of developmental growth and its economic benefits. But now we have been called to cope with 
the negative dimensions of GDP lead growth like water scarcity, displacement, land grab, degraded 
environment, loss of biodiversity, polluted water bodies, illegal mining, modification of natural systems. 
There is huge deficit in local administration which necessitates the need for strong and effective 
Gramsabhas for impartial decisions based on indigenous knowledge led decision making by the local 
people. Gramsabhas should be revitalized and reformed so that the local community is part of effective 
decision making and not left to corrupt officials. Such an approach to development would bring in rural 
solutions laced with knowledge of the region. This coupled with the local administration and the backing of 
the scientific community would bring in the best of developmental solutions completely in harmony with 
nature.    

Scientific knowledge alone cannot provide solutions for issues concerning nature and its unique ways. 
Gramsabhas and the elected representatives have to fulfill this most important task given the negative 
effects of globalization and the interests of the business communities. Most often outsiders have little 
firsthand information of the region except return for their investments. Environmental wrongs one done are 
very difficult to have it reversed as its affects the entire lifecycle system of nature and those who depend on 
it. It more often than not leads to severe devastations. Such one sided change in land use patterns and flow 
alterations or exploitation of forest resources for commercial consideration  has to come to a halt and it has 
to be based on consensual planning with EIA (Environment Impact Assessment) and SIA (Social Impact 
Assessment) holding centre stage. What must be emphasized here is the protection of the rights of the 
traditional communities and making them part of the solutions. 
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HELP Foundation has carried out this study together with the indigenous community, for the objective of 
evolving a management plan for sustaining and strengthening the Ithikkara River system. The banks of 
Ithikkara River are home to important species of rare birds, animals & aquatic wealth. Most natural systems 
are resilient in nature and if allowed to recover, these water bodies can perform vital ecological functions, 
whatever the modifications or truncations and support a substantial amount of biodiversity. Native 
vegetation binds the soil together and prevents erosion. Restoration of the erstwhile flow of the river will 
help tremendously in providing habitat for the native species. It also is key to reviving habitats for the 
endangered mammals which once thrived in the region. Universal assessments indicate that though 
biodiversity provides for almost all the needs for our living, it has not found its way into the lexicon of the 
common man yet. It is a resource that is given to us only to be handed over to the next generation, but 
never appreciated and over-utilized. Biological diversity upholds the very survival of humans on earth, and 
is the basis for development and peace.  

Below are the sequences of events that need to be done on an urgent basis to restore Upper Catchment of 
Ithikkara River thus paving the way for the river to rediscover itself. Additionally this will augment the 
Kallada River Catchment too thus providing for more flows into Ashtamudi Lake and better water levels 
Sasthamcotta Lake. 

1. State Government should take over the area of 3646 Hectares spread over in three estates viz.  Yeroor, 
Chithara and Kulathupuzha leased out to Plantation Corporation. 

2. State Government should not allow re-plantation of Oil Palm as the Palm trees are nearing the end of their 
life-productivity cycle. 

3. Forest Department together with the Gramapanchayat of Yeroor, Chithara and Kulathupuzha should 
engage in Afforestation activities so as to develop this as a contiguous stretch of forest as part of Western 
Ghats thus restoring the catchment. 

4. Afforestation activities should be carried out together with participation of the BMCs of the Panchayats 
and local NGO, s. 

5. Identify and phase out of the pollution sources along the river stretch. 
6. Actions to revive and sustain the local wildlife habitat. 
7. Entrust the upkeep and conservation of the above said forest to the local populations and the tribes who 

live within the range in the upper catchment area. 
8. Actions to start Restoration & Protection of the Ithikkara River by the Environment Department through 

the local bodies. 
9. Minor Irrigation Department and Panchayats should start to protect the rivulets which feed Ithikkara River 

from encroachment immediately through biological methods and not through construction. 
10. Extension of Paravur Lake & Ithikkara River Protection Societies activities with adequate representation 

for local bodies and indigenous people. 
11. Survey department should carry out survey of the river and demarcate the river banks and free it from 

encroachment with immediate effect. 
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