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Abstract: Athirapally falls is situated 70 km from Kochi city in Kerala's Thrissur district. The 80 ft high 
falls is a part of the Chalakkudy River and originates in the upper reaches of the Sholayar ranges in the 
Western Ghats. Lush greenery and little streams that cover the winding route up and down to the falls 
exhilarate and intimidate all at once. The region is home to many endangered species of animals such as 
the Asiatic elephant, tiger, leopard, bison and sambhar. Four species of hornbill are only seen here in the 
Western Ghats. It also has one of the highest levels of fish diversity with 85 different species of fresh 
water fish. Sadly, this melting pot of biodiversity is now under threat.  
The Chalakkudy river system is known for its faunal peculiarities. The 144 km. long Chalakudy river 
system has a record of 99 fish species (BNHS and ZSI records) Athirapally is one of the five important 
areas for fish in this river system. Five new fish species were recently discovered in the Chalakkudy river 
and altogether 71 out of 99 species recorded from the Chalakudy river basin have been recorded from 
the altitudinal zone where the dam is proposed. 35 species of fish located in the Chalakkudy river are 
endemic to Kerala; out of which 12 are rare. This is not mentioned in the EIA report. Lagenandra nairii is 
a new species reported only from Athirapally. Another species, Gymnema khandalense is reported only 
from Athirapally in Kerala. 
The proposed Athirapally electrical project which is to be erected on the Chalakkudy river in Kerala 
should not be implemented because it destroys the ecological balance. It effects the flora and fauna and 
the early inhabitants like Kadars and several other schedule tribes will be effected adversely. It is a fact 
that our state is facing a serious power crisis. There are many alternative ways to solve this problem. 
Constructing a dam and generating power from the water is not at all a permanent solution for the 
power crisis. The time has arrived for pursuing alternative solutions like solar power, windmill power 
etc. if the Athirapally project is allowed to continue it will affect the human life. 
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Introduction: Athirapally falls is situated 70 km from Kochi city in Kerala's Thrissur district. The 80 ft 
high falls is a part of the Chalakkudy River and originates in the upper reaches of the Sholayar ranges in 
the Western Ghats. Lush greenery and little streams that cover the winding route up and down to the 
falls exhilarate and intimidate all at once. The region is home to many endangered species of animals 
such as the Asiatic elephant, tiger, leopard, bison and sambhar. Four species of hornbill are only seen 
here in the Western Ghats. It also has one of the highest levels of fish diversity with 85 different species 
of fresh water fish. Sadly, this melting pot of biodiversity is now under threat. In 1994, The Kerala State 
Electricity Board (KSEB) had proposed the Athirappally Power Project, a 163 megawatt hydroelectric 
project, on the 144 km small but heavily dammed Chalakudy River. This included a 23-metre high and 
311-metre wide dam around 5 kms upstream of the picturesque falls in the Vazhachal Forest division in 
Thrissur. If this project is constructed, it will submerge an area of 138.8 hectares. Water from this 
reservoir will be diverted 7 km downstream through a 4.5 km long tunnel to a power house, located on 
the banks of a tributary of the main Chalakkudy River. 
 
The fear is that the falls may possibly dry up if the project becomes a reality. KSEB suggests that it would 
adjust the water releases to maintain the waterfall but environmentalists doubt that. Another worry is 
that the project could displace “Kadars”, a primitive tribal group of the area. They dwell in the forests 
near the Chalakkudy River and their numbers are as low as 1500 today given the forced displacement 
they have been subject to in the last nearly 150 years owing to forest clearances.  
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The proposed Athirapally hydroelectric project on Kerala's Chalakkudy river has run into stiff opposition 
from local groups. The project will require the diversion of over 130 ha. of forest land and will sever the 
only link between the Peechi Vazhani Sanctuary and the Idamalayar basin of the Periyar river. The vital 
elephant corridor between the Parambikulam Sanctuary and the Pooyamkutty forests will also be 
affected. 
  
These tiger and leopard forests are home to the Great Indian Hornbill, Nilgiri langur, liontailed macaque 
and the rare Cochin forest cane turtle. The beautiful Athirapally and Vazhachal waterfalls would also be 
lost. Five new fish species were recently discovered in the Chalakkudy river, the highest river in Kerala. 
  
In 1998, the MoEF approved a hydroelectric project at Athirapally using the tail end waters of the 
existing Poringalkuthu dam (constructed across Chalakudy river in Thrissur district in Kerala State). 
Subsequently, the Govt. of Kerala gave clearance in February 2000 for the diversion of 138.60 hectare of 
forest land for the construction of the Athirapally dam. 
 
Importance of Chalakkudy River: 
1. The Chalakudy river system is known for its faunal peculiarities. 
2. The 144 km. long Chalakudy river system has a record of 99 fish species (BNHS and ZSI records) 

Athirapally is one of the five important areas for fish in this river system. 
3. Five new fish species were recently discovered in the Chalakudy river and altogether 71 out of 99 

species recorded from the Chalakudy river basin have been recorded from the altitudinal zone where 
the dam is proposed. 35 species of fish located in the Chalakudy river are endemic to Kerala; out of 
which 12 are rare. This is not mentioned in the EIA report. 

4. Lagenandra nairii is a new species reported only from Athirapally. Another species, Gymnema 
khandalense is reported only from Athirapally in Kerala. 

 
The Athirapally Project: The project, with an installed capacity of 163 MW, is planned on the 
Chalakkudy river in Thrissur district. A gravity dam of 23 m height and 311 m length was proposed 6.7 
km upstream from the Athirapally waterfalls and 400 m upstream from the Vazhachal falls, both 
picturesque tourist zones. Six dams for hydro power and one for irrigation have already been 
constructed along the Chalakkudy river, which flows through the districts of Palakkad, Thrissur and 
Ernakulum before it meets the Periyar not far from the sea. 
 
The project idea was mooted in 1979, and the Kerala State Electricity Board (KSEB) moved a formal 
proposal in 1982. It took seven years for the project to get clearance from various agencies, but KSEB was 
forced to step back in the wake of public protests. 
 
The project got a fresh lease of life in 1998 when Pinarayi Vijayan was the Power Minister in the LDF 
government led by E K Nayanar. A study by a state government agency favoured the building of the 
project, and it subsequently got clearance from the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF). 
 
However, activists moved the High Court, which, in 2001, directed the KSEB and the MoEF to conduct a 
public hearing and follow all mandatory procedures for environmental clearance. In the public hearings, 
activists and local people opposed the project on the grounds that it would adversely impact the the 
endangered fauna and flora of the region. 
 
In 2005, however, the MoEF gave clearance again, based on the environmental impact assessment report 
prepared by Water and Power Consultancy Services (India) Limited. The activists and Chalakkudy River 
Protection Committee moved the HC in 2006, which junked the clearance. 
 
In 2007, the LDF government made a fresh proposal before the MoEF for environmental clearance, but 
union minister Jairam Ramesh opposed it. The MoEF said the Kerala Biodiversity Board and Kerala 
Forest Department had reported that the project would adversely affect the ecology of the area. 
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In the meantime, the Western Ghats Ecology Experts Panel of Madhav Gadgil declared the Western 
Ghats region, including the Athirapally belt, an ecologically sensitive zone, banning mining, quarrying, 
thermal power plants and huge projects. However, the Kasturirangan report on the Western Ghats gave 
conditional sanction to the KSEB to pursue the power project. Armed with the new report, KSEB 
presented a fresh case for MoEF clearance. The MoEF assigned the Central Water Commission to 
examine the water flow in the Chalakkudy. The commission reported that the dam would have 1,055 
million cubic m water in the lean season, and the project would not affect the flow. Subsequently, the 
MoEF extended the green clearance for the project until 2017, which has allowed the KSEB to go ahead 
with a set of conditions, including that the flow at the waterfalls should be maintained, and that power 
generation should be limited to four hours at night during the four summer months. 
 
In December 2015, the tribal community in the project area moved the High Court, saying it infringed 
upon their rights under the Forest Rights Act of 2006, and that the government could not proceed with 
the project disregarding their objections. This petition is pending in the HC. 
 
Dam Impact: The dam is expected to lead to the diversion of about 140 hectares of forest land, which is 
the habitat of the tiger, Asiatic elephant, the Great Indian Hornbill, Malabar Giant Squirrel, lion-tailed 
macaque and other species. An elephant corridor will be affected by the submergence of a large forest 
tract. 
 
The hydel project would take away water from an existing irrigation system, which covers 20,000 acres 
of farmland downstream. About 5 lakh people reportedly depend upon the river for drinking and 
irrigation purposes. Tribal settlements in the project region would be submerged, and the project could 
mean the end the Athirapally waterfalls which attract lakhs of tourists every year. 
 
Project Viability: Those who oppose the project say it would generate only 26.7 MW of energy against 
the installed capacity of 163 MW. The power generation would be affected mainly due to the reduced 
flow in the river. Generation would go down further during the dry summer season. 
 
Different Panels and Commissions Appointed by Central Government: The Athirapally project has 
been assessed by both the Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel headed by Madhav Gadgil and the 
subsequent High Level Working Group led by K Kasturirangan. 
 
Among all the people who have written reports n the Athirapally project, the Gadgil committee was the 
only one that conducted extensive and transparent consultations with all stakeholders. The Gadgil 
report stated that the dam would completely alter the river’s ecology and would seriously affect the 
livelihoods of the Kadars, even those whose settlements didn’t fall within the submergence areas. The 
Kasturirangan panel, however, only made note of the contentions by the electricity board and the 
Kadars and asked for a re-evaluation of the project’s impact on ecological flow. While the Gadgil report 
unequivocally said that the project should not be approved, the Kasturirangan panel said it could be 
taken forward based on the re-evaluation report. 
 
“This was taken as a "go ahead" by the electricity board. The Ministry of Environment and Forests 
allowed them to reapply and in December 2014 the project was once again taken up by the River Valley 
Committee,"” explaining how the project has come up for clearance for a fourth time. 
Another technical catch is that environmental clearance is valid for five years. This means that the 2007 
clearance obtained by the Electricity Board would have expired in 2012. There is no indication from the 
board or the Environment Ministry whether the old clearance has been extended or a new clearance has 
been issued. If a new clearance has been issued, it has been done without the requisite new Environment 
Impact Assessment and public hearing. 
 
Conclusion: The proposed Athirapally electrical project which is to be erected on the Chalakkudy river 
in Kerala should not be implemented because it destroys the ecological balance. It effects the flora and 
fauna and the early inhabitants like Kadars and several other schedule tribes will be effected adversely. It 
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is a fact that our state is facing a serious power crisis. There are many alternative ways to solve this 
problem. Constructing a dam and generating power from the water is not at all a permanent solution for 
the power crisis. The time has arrived for pursuing alternative solutions like solar power, windmill 
power etc. if the Athirapally project is allowed to continue it will affect the human life. 
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