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Environmental Impacts 
of the Development of a Deep Water Port at Pondicherry 

Proposed by Pondicherry Port Ltd.,  
Particularly with regards to Coastal Erosion. 

Introduction: 
Before addressing the Environmental Impacts of the Deep water Port at Pondicherry as proposed by 
Pondicherry Port Ltd., it is absolutely essential to recognize, understand, highlight and emphasize the 
Environmental Impacts that the existing Harbour at the Ariyankuppam River has had and is still having on 
the coastline of the town of Pondicherry and the coastal areas in Tamil Nadu to the North of the town.  
 
For over 17 years now the structures related to the harbour entrance that were built in the sea at the mouth 
of the Ariyankuppam River have been causing extensive damage to property and the livelihoods of coastal 
communities and yet virtually nothing of any significance has been done by the Pondicherry Government to 
address, mitigate or solve this serious problem of coastal erosion. The only action that the Government has 
taken is the dumping of rocks along the shoreline to prevent further loss of property. However, these 
measures, in spite of being expensive are merely temporary, and do not in anyway contribute towards 
solving the causes of the erosion created by the harbour.  
 
Even at present, when the “potential environmental impacts” of a proposed Deep Water Port at Pondicherry 
are being presented to the public by Pondicherry Port Ltd., there is no consideration on behalf of the 
Government to find a solution that guarantees the prevention of further coastal erosion, let alone consider 
the rehabilitation and return of the beach to its original state.  
 
It is therefore in this context that the environmental Impacts of the Deep Water Port proposed by 
Pondicherry Port Ltd., are being considered here. 
  
The on-going Environmental Impacts caused by the Existing Harbour: 
Background: 
The town of Pondicherry was once upon a time renowned for its beautiful beaches that spread along the 
long scenic seaside road.  
 

 

 

Scenes of the beach along Pondicherry town’s coastline. 
 Pictures are taken before the year 1986, before harbour was built and the problem of erosion began. 
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The uniqueness of the Pondicherry beach was that it was easily and conveniently accessible to all the 
residents of the town, the rural population around Pondicherry as well as the tourists who visited the beach 
road. The beach not only provided a healthy recreational environment for this population as well as a 
suitable working place for the fishing communities, but also and more importantly protected the town and 
the coast from cyclones, storms and other natural catastrophic events. 
 
The Problem of Beach Erosion: 
In the year 1986, the Pondicherry Government undertook the construction of the Pondicherry New Harbour 
at the Ariyankuppam River. This project was proposed in the 1970s, but took several years to be 
implemented. Before the New Harbour was built, the Central Water and Power Research Station (CWPRS) 
of Pune (a Govt. research institution) were asked to make a study of the New Harbour project. 
 
Following a thorough and detailed study, the CWPRS report1 not only dealt at great length with the issue of 
the movement of sand along the shore (the littoral drift) but it also concluded that “…adequate precautions 
are required to be undertaken to provide [sand] nourishment in this [northern] region … in order to avoid 
erosion … [and] in order to ensure safety of the coastline, considering the importance of the property north 
of the river mouth…” (that is to say the city of Pondicherry). 
 
After the New Harbour was completed in 1989, none of the facilities put in place for the dredging of the 
sand and the nourishment of sand to beaches to the North of the harbour mouth as recommended by the 
CWPRS were effectively used by the Government. Thus with every year that went by the erosion of the 
beaches constantly and relentlessly advanced to the North until all of the beaches along Pondicherry’s town 
got completely eroded away.  
 
Thus one finds at present that the natural linear profile of the coastline has been artificially modified and 
degraded by the construction of the harbour mouth. The related structures such as the “breakwaters” 
interfere and block the natural and predominantly northward movement of sand along the coastline. 
Consequently to the South of the harbour sand is getting stuck whereas to the North of the harbour the 
beaches are being starved of sand and have and are rapidly eroding away.  
 

 

                                                 
1 Model studies for the development of Ariyankuppam River mouth for harbour facilities at Pondicherry. 
Specific Note No. 1758. Dated 17 June 1978. Page 19. 
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Top: Harbour entrance under construction during 1986-1989. The overall profile of the shore is still “linear” like in its natural state. 
Bottom: Year 2006: It can be clearly seen in this satellite picture how the harbour entrance has altered the shore’s profile. The 

Southern breakwater is blocking sand on one side and causing erosion on the other side. 
 
Consequently, in less than 20 years, several millions of cubic meters of sand along more than 7 
kilometers of the coastline have completely eroded away and the situation is so critical that expensive 
protective stone rubble seawalls have had to be built and maintained to prevent further damage and provide 
some temporary relief. The erosion has advanced northwards at a pace of more than 350 meters per 
year and the process of erosion is at present not only ongoing, but it is accelerating because additional 
indiscriminate dumping of rocks along the coastline is resulting in further erosion. 
 
The Impacts: 

 Environmental impact to the town of Pondicherry: 
The erosion of the shoreline caused by the existing harbour has severely impacted the town of Pondicherry.  
 

    
Beach along seaside road  – before and after eorsion. Beach at “New Pier” – before and after erosion. 
    

   
Waves spilling over during 

year 2000 cyclone. 
Govt. owned Le Café building damaged after year 2000 

cyclone because of eroded beaches. 
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 Environmental impact to the coastal communities of Pondicherry and Tamil Nadu: 

The erosion of the shoreline caused by the existing harbour has severely impacted the fishing and other 
coastal communities in Pondicherry as well as in neighbouring Tamil Nadu. Thousands of fishermen have 
been affected as hundreds of homes have been washed away due to the eroding coastline. Moreover, as 
rocks are being dumped along the coastal villages, the traditional fisherfolk loose the space for beaching 
and parking their fishing crafts and thus their livelihood gets even worse affected. 
 

  

  
Coastal erosion and loss of property caused by the existing harbour. 

 
 

 Other impacts caused by the erosion due to the existing harbour: 
 

- The erosion is creating inter-state problems that have serious and larger implications. The inter-
state nature of this environmental impact makes the issue more complicated to manage, 
particularly for the Government of Tamil Nadu who’s territory is worst affected by this 
problem. This has already resulted in instances of law and order problems. 

 
- The erosion of the shoreline has resulted in the intrusion of sea (salt) water into the 

groundwater. Thus most of the shallow wells used by the coastal communities have turned 
saline creating water shortage problems. 

 

Prepared by Citizen’s Forum of Pondicherry. February 2007. 



 
- Page 5 of 7 - 

 
Environmental Impacts of the Development of a Deep Water Port at Pondicherry as 
Proposed by Pondicherry Port Ltd.,  
 
Given the problems of coastal erosion caused by the existing harbour, it is evident that any enlargement or 
new development on the seaward side of the Port will result in a greater impact with respect to the problem 
of coastal erosion. 
 
The problem of coastal erosion is indeed addressed in the Environment Impact Assessment Report2. 
However, in the EIA report in section 2.10 the EIA report states “that a detailed modeling study will be 
necessary to see the effect that the breakwaters have on sediment movement in the area which will enable a 
more accurate assessment of the expected quantity of a maintenance dredging to be made”. 
 
Moreover in section 2.11.4 the EIA report states “that a full understanding of sediment sources, pathways 
and sinks will be required to gain a comprehensive understanding of the existing site before the impact of a 
port design can be assessed. It is suggested that a comprehensive assessment of sediment movement and 
beach plan shape change be undertaken using numerical modeling techniques.” 
 
These statements clearly indicate that the EIA is incomplete, and is lacking with respect to information and 
data on littoral drift and sediment movement. Considering that the issues related to the littoral drift are of 
prime importance in relation to the impacts to the coastal environment of Pondicherry, the environment 
clearance process cannot be completed without this information 
 
If such data is not already available, and as the volume of material to be moved during maintenance 
dredging is siginificant (it is assumed to be 10% of the material to be removed during capital dredging or 
about 900,000 cu.m per year), then how can the commercial viability of such a project be assessed when 
the maintenance dredging which is an important cost of the operational costs of any harbour has not yet 
been accurately assessed? 
 
Additionally, even though the report states that a DPR has been prepared, none of the detailed engineering 
(for example of the breakwaters and the harbour entrance) has been worked out and it is pending further 
studies. How is it therefore possible to give environmental clearance to a project when the details of 
structures that have a very significant impact on the environment, particularly the littoral drift, have not 
been worked out and may even change in the future after further studies are conducted?  
 
Also in section 2.1, the EAI report states “that phasing and construction of the port will need to be 
continuously reviewed and each phase only taken up once the traffic forecasts indicate that there is 
sufficient demand and is commercially viable.” 
 
However, in section 2.2, it is stated that the first phase of construction includes construction of a deep water 
port including breakwaters and dredging and two deep water (14m draft) container berths. 
 
The construction of this phase is the one that is going to have the largest environmental impact, specially in 
terms of coastal erosion, however, it will be built knowing that the traffic forecasts may not turn out to be 
true and the commercially viability of the project may not be sustained. 
 
Therefore with respect to coastal erosion and sediment management, what happens if the traffic forecasts 
are not met and if the project is not anymore commercially viable? 
 
This leads to other larger issues such as what will happen when Pondicherry Port Ltd. seizes to manage the 
assets of the Pondicherry Port including the dredging and nourishment of sand to the beaches to the North 
of the harbour? And what will happen if Pondicherry Port Ltd. goes financially bankrupt or if this port 

                                                 
2 Environment Impact Assessment Report. Development of a Deep Water Port at Pondicherry. Halcrow 
Consulting India Limited. February 2006. 
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project is not anymore financially viable? Who and how will the dredging and sand nourishment activities 
be undertaken in the long run?  
 
Additionally, regarding sediment management in section 2.9, the EIA report states that “primary 
calculations depict that most of the dredged material (about 9,000,000 cu.m) will be consumed within the 
port premises” for land reclamation and soil leveling activities.  
 
This means that at a moment when the Town of Pondicherry and its coastline are severely eroded, and in 
desperate need of sediment to nourish its beaches so that the process of erosion caused by neglect on behalf 
of the Government of Pondicherry can be reduced, prevented and maybe even reversed, the Government of 
Pondicherry decides instead to give away 9,000,000 cubic meters of sediment to Pondicherry Port Ltd. so 
that they may build their port at the cost of the existing eroded beaches along the Pondicherry and Tamil 
Nadu coastlines that will not receive any of the dredged materials from the capital dredging operations 
undertaken at the Deep Water port. 
 
Therefore, if the existing coastal erosion has to be arrested and reversed and if the beaches have to be 
rehabilitated, from where will the sediment come? Shouldn’t it be the Government’s priority to use the sand 
from capital dredging operations to restore the beaches of Pondicherry rather than to favour Pondicherry 
Port Ltd.? 
 
And lastly, regarding the maintenance dredging, in section 6.2.2, the EIA states that “the Government 
should retain responsibility for maintaining the dredging of the sand trap adjacent to the southern groyne 
and for the coastal protection works to the town as well as for pumping the sand around the port. A corridor 
will be left in the port to allow for the Government to do this and a new system of pipes provided for 
crossing the river mouth.” 
 
How does it become the task of the Government to undertake the maintenance dredging when the Deep 
Water Port developed by Pondicherry Port Ltd. will be the primary cause for the sand to accumulate to the 
south and for the erosion to take place in the North? Where will the Government get the revenue to 
undertake the dredging operations, when the revenue from the port’s activities are going to Pondicherry 
Port Ltd.? And given the track record of the Government during the last 17 years, can it entrusted to 
undertake a much more enlarged responsibility? 
 
Besides the issues of coastal erosion and sediment management there are a few other environmental issues 
that are worthwhile mentioning:  

 In section 2.11.5 the EIA report states that “tidal flushing and exchange of water within the port 
basin is expected to be low due to limited tidal ranges and that this has implications on initial cost 
and maintenance of the port and will need to be assessed using suitable water quality modelling 
software.” 

 
Therefore if the port’s impact on water quality cannot be assessed, then the environment clearance 
process cannot be completed without this information. 
 
Moreover, most of the wastewater from the urban areas of the town are being discharged without 
any treatment whatsoever into the Ariyankuppam River, in violation of all Environmental 
legislation. The highly polluted river water flows out to the sea with the tidal action and for the 
most part of the year flows to the south. This polluted water would therefore most likely enter the 
deep water port and stagnate there, worsening the quality of the water in the deep water port.  
 

 
 In section 5.2.4 (b) the EIA report states that “the dredging of sea bed up to 14m could have an 

impact on ground water table and could induce saline water intrusion. This issue has to be studied 
in detail and if determined that this could be an issue then the design of the quays should 
incorporate a cut off to prevent saline water polluting fresh groundwater.” 
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Again, this statement clearly indicates that the EIA is incomplete. Considering that the issues 
related to seawater intrusion are of prime importance in relation to the impacts to the coastal 
environment of Pondicherry, the environment clearance process cannot be completed without this 
information. 

 
 
Therefore, in consideration of all the information presented in this document, the undersigned express their 
opinion that the Environmental Clearance for the Deep Water Port at Pondicherry as proposed by 
Pondicherry Port Ltd. should not be given and this project should not get any clearance to go ahead with 
any construction works, until and unless all the issues have been thoroughly assessed and addressed by all 
concerned parties. 
 
 
 
Name and Address Signature 
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