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The seed of this work was sown at a 
workshop on developing new forms of joint 
work between development researchers 
and development journalists, held at the 
Centre for Development Studies in April 
2017. This was held in a context in which 
inequalities and ecological crises threaten 
the very fabric of society and challenge the 
resilience of the economy the world over. 
The Research Unit on Local Self-Government 
was seeking ways to initiate fresh insight 
into the emergent reality of ecological crises 
and resource conflicts in Kerala, and on the 
different ways in which it impacted local self-
government and local democracy here. Of 
the many productive suggestions that arose 
in the course of discussions in this workshop, 
the most promising one seemed to be of 
a series of short research projects in which 
development journalists were to collaborate 
closely with development researchers in field 
research. The idea was to produce different 
outputs – in journalist and academic styles – 
about a chosen site, exploring the ecological 
challenges and conflicts there and tracing 
the responses of the local self-governments 
to these. The aim was to document the 
state of affairs prevalent in the chosen 
area, and so it was also suggested that 
attention be paid to public response to the 



ecological challenges outside the local self-government, and a visual 
documentation of the place be also added.

The RULSG decided to pursue this idea in 2017, and the site chosen 
was Eloor, the industrial hub of Kerala. The collaboration between 
a journalist, Chithira Vijayakumar, and researchers opened up fresh 
issues to address in this rather over-researched site. In a very important 
sense, Chithira’s observations brought to the attention of researchers 
(including N C Narayanan and myself ) a simple but seemingly 
unexplainable feature of the public response to the relentless industrial 
pollution of the river Periyar at Eloor: that not just people, but their 
elected representatives in the Municipality who acknowledged the 
reality of pollution in their interviews, were in deep denial regarding 
its ecological consequences. Even as these elected members and their 
families were themselves victims of pollution, suffering serious health 
consequences, they seemed highly reluctant to consider the possibility 
that the heavy presence of highly-toxic chemicals in the water, air, 
and soil of the island of Eloor may be responsible for their plight (and 
despite decades of research that established the presence and warned 
of health consequences). Interestingly, this was not always the case. The 
Panchayat Development Report of 1996 which was prepared through 
a participatory process in grama sabhas when Eloor was still a village 
panchayat revealed deep anxieties about rising levels of pollution and 
toxic waste production there and of its health and other consequences. 
Chithira Vijayakumar’s exploration into these odd attitudes led the 
researchers to inquire deeper into the nature of this denial, and the 
context in which it seemed to have taken shape, including the historical 
shaping of Eloor as an imagined exemplar of industrial modernity. It 
also led us to a deeper understanding of why the local self-government 
at Eloor was mostly powerless to protect the people and Nature there 
from polluting industries, despite the fact that the place did see a very 
powerful environmental struggle that reached global forums rather 
quickly.

The different outputs were presented at a dissemination seminar 
at CDS in Nov 2018. In the course of the writing, we were joined by 
the photographer Anjali Gopan who contributed a photo essay on 
Eloor which documents the present of the place. Besides, this volume 
includes a translation of an interview with the leading environmental 
activist from Eloor, Purushan Eloor by another journalist well-known for 
her reportage of environmental issues in Kerala, M Suchithra.

The aim of this volume is to create a critical discourse around the 
issue of interest that may accommodate many voices and draw upon 
different styles of writing besides the academic. The experiment, I 
feel, has been successful – in that the work of the journalist proved 



crucial in bringing to light problems hitherto ignored by academic 
research, or poorly explained in the academic research. This problem 
proved to be of great significance in understanding the weaknesses 
of local self-government in a context of changing development 
regimes, intensifying neoliberalism, and rising inequalities – which of 
course is drastically different from the one that prevailed in the mid-
1990s when local self-government was rolled out in Kerala as a way of 
meeting globalization and liberalisation half-way. Besides the richness 
of analysis we have been able to generate through this collaboration, 
I hope that this volume which collects writing on Eloor from the 
journalist and academic perspectives, and uses these respective styles 
to explore the issue, will attract a wider readership. The photo essay 
and the interviews contribute to the work of documentation that the 
Research Unit on Local Self-Government is bound to undertake.

On behalf of the contributors to this volume, I wish to convey 
wholehearted thanks to all my colleagues in the Research Unit and 
at CDS, especially in the office. Our greatest debt, of course, is to the 
people of Eloor, especially the participants in this study, including 
the elected members of the Muncipality, the Municipal Chairperson, 
the activists of the Periyar Malineekarana Viruddha Samithi, the local 
people who consented to long conversations, officials of the Kerala 
State Pollution Control Board, and the residents of the area near the 
Kuzhikkandam Creek. In the interest of their privacy and safety, all 
names and identification markers have been masked except for those 
of public activists who did not demand it. We also remember with 
gratitude Nityanand Jayaraman, Lavanya Suresh, M Suchithra, and 
all the participants of the dissemination seminar whose comments 
helped us to refine our arguments further. Of course, the idea of a 
collaboration came from the participants of the April 2017 workshop: 
they are gratefully acknowledged. 

J Devika
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Most of the main roads and by-lanes of this small 
river island on the Periyar River are flanked by 
towering cement walls on either side, giving you 
the impression of walking down an interminably 
long corridor. These walls are topped off with 

barbed wire and shards of glass; and when you’re standing 
on the street, precious little of what is going on behind 
these walls is visible to you. They’re broken only by heavily 
guarded metal gates, and entrances studded with CCTV 
cameras. When you ask the locals about it, depending on 
where we are, they point to these featureless walls and say 
‘thorium’, or ‘Endosulfan’, ‘DDT’, or ‘we have no idea’. 

The Periyar, born in the remote forests of the Sivagiri Hills 
in the Periyar Tiger Reserve, travels about 244 km through 
Kerala before finally meeting the largest lake in the state, 
the Vembanad Kayal. Roughly 17 km before it meets the 
lake, the Periyar flows around the 14.21 sq.km. island 
of Eloor. The Eloor-Edayar industrial belt, most of which 
was developed between 1950 and 1970, is the largest 
industrial belt in Kerala. Right now, this region has the 
highest agglomeration of chemical industries, bone meal 
factories and tanneries in the State. In 2005, there were 
more than 300 factories on this patch of land, producing 
some of the most hazardous products knows to humans, 

HOW TO KILL A RIVER:  
A HANDY GUIDE

E l o o r  i s  a  t o w n s h i p  o f  wa l l s . 

Chithira Vijayakumar
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including pesticides, petrochemical products, rare-earth goods, 
fertilizers, leather products, and inks. Endosulphan, Kerala’s enfant 
terrible, is manufactured in Eloor. So is DDT, a chemical that has been 
banned/severely restricted by more than 68 counties world-wide, after 
irrefutable evidence emerged of its extraordinary levels of harm to the 
health of humans and wildlife. The proposal to commit to a deadline on 
a worldwide ban on DDT by 2020 was strongly rejected by India at the 
sixth Conference of the Parties (CoP) to the Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) in Geneva. India is the only country 
still manufacturing the pesticide in the world, and the public sector 
firm Hindustan Insecticide Limited (HIL) is its sole producer.1

V.J. Jose was appointed as River Keeper by Greenpeace in 2002 to 
monitor the water quality of the Periyar regularly. He used to patrol 
the river with a night-vision camera and a water-testing kit, and 
collect water samples twice a week from four select spots. Jose was 
the second person in the world to hold the title of River Keeper - the 
first being for New York’s Hudson River. “When you walk around Eloor, 
you hear the most incredible conversations. For instance, an average 
morning conversation between elderly women, who have absolutely 
no formal education, who belong to the most impoverished families, 
goes like this: ‘Today’s chemical release was SO2, but yesterday’s was 
chloride – you can tell from the burning in the throat!’ That is, they 
know the effluents, and what symptoms they cause, very well. Their 
lived experience here has made them experts in the ways we’re being 
poisoned.” 

To get a sense of the scale of concentration of hazardous industries in 
this zone, we turn to the Comprehensive Environmental Assessment 
of Industrial Clusters by the Central Pollution Control Board, 2009.2 
There are 83 Red category and 17 Orange category industries in the 
Greater Kochi Area (GKA). Red Category refers to the most severely 
polluting of industrial sectors, with a Pollution Index score of 60 and 
above. The GKA includes the Kochi Corporation, 6 Municipalities and 25 
Grama Panchayats, covering a total area of 631.68 sq.km. Out of the 83 
Red category industries in the GKA, 79 fall within the industrial clusters 
at Eloor, Edayar and Ambalamugal, which, in fact only constitutes 17.4 
km2 (that is, 2.8 %) of the GKA. There are three main rivers that flow 
through the GKA – the Chithrapuzha, the Kadambrayar, and the Periyar 
– but it, including the Kochi Corporation, depends largely upon the 
Periyar for its access to water. 

But thanks to the towering walls of Eloor, you don’t really see much of 
these industries or the goings-on in them. In fact, most of the streets 
remain eerily empty all day. The only things that alert you to the fact 
that something is wrong are the severe migraines and nausea that 
begin to set in when you spend more than a few minutes in certain 
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areas. Or when several residents talked about how you could taste 
chemicals even in the tender coconut water and eggs in Eloor. Or 
the series of smells that follow you, ranging from the sickly stench of 
decomposing flesh, to sharp chemical scents that claw at your throat 
for hours. 

In fact, the smells in Eloor have proven to be some of the trickiest to 
document. Deepthy T.V., a graphic designer and student activist who 
was born and raised in Eloor, talks about how no matter how much one 
would like to sit outside in the cool evening breeze after a day at work, 
you had very little time to do so before the migraines began. “After 
sunset, all the chemical smells get to be too much, since the factories 
all release their fumes into the night.”

In a bid to capture how disruptive these scents can be to everyday 
life, we asked residents to describe to us the predominant scents they 
associated with their town on an average day, wafting into their homes. 
The most frequent answers were:

•	 burning tyres 
•	 decomposing flesh
•	 rotten eggs
•	 burning hair
•	 animal faeces
•	 burning plastic
•	 wet garbage
•	 rotting fish

•	 boiling urine

Every single time we walked down the streets of Eloor with a camera 
bag that was held visibly, people stopped us, told us that we weren’t 
allowed to take photographs, often waited till we had packed the 
camera away, and ‘suggested’ that we leave. 

‘One of the oldest environmental struggles in the country’ 
“Houses here are identified by the diseases and illnesses that people 
living in it have – so for instance,” Jose points out as we walk down a 
road, “that one is cancer, the one next to it is liver failure and mental 
illness, the next is cancer too, then heart disease...and so on. In one 
year, there were 21 suicide attempts in houses along this one street. 
The pollution affects our mental health greatly,” he adds. 

When making your way to Eloor from the bustling city of Kochi, a 
distance of about 20 kms, the stop right before the main town junction 
is a place called Paathalam. It translates, rather dramatically (or fittingly, 
depending on how you look at it) to ‘Hades’, the ‘land of the dead’. If 
you’re travelling by bus, you can see over the walls that flank the roads, 
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skeletons of enormous industrial plants hulking behind them. The bus 
stops and walls in the area are covered in peeling posters accusing local 
environmental activists of being corrupt and ‘anti-development’, having 
‘vested interests’, and conspiring to destroy the economy of Eloor.

“The history of environmental struggles against pollution in 
Eloor is likely to be one of the oldest in the country,” says Sridhar 
Radhakrishnan, of the NGO Thanal, “and it begins long before scientific 
studies and reports confirmed what the people already knew from 
lived experience.” Indeed, people’s protests and scientific reports had 
brought a great deal of international attention to Eloor, both from 
media houses as well as scientists, universities and NGOs, particularly 
through the nineties and early 2000-s. But these days, Eloor’s name is 
rarely to be found in the newspapers, except in brief reports when the 
Periyar exhibits its chameleonic properties, and turns sickly yellow, 
bright blue, dull green, solid black, or brick-red, among others. In 2015, 
it is estimated that the Periyar changed colour 44 times, with at least 
23 massive fish kills, when the silver bodies of hundreds of thousands 
of fish and other riverine life wash ashore.3. Everyone knows why the 
colours change – it’s when these industries discharge extraordinarily 
high levels of toxic waste into the river. 

The birth of ‘Udyogamandal’, the centre of  
industries and employment
Once you’re in Eloor, it’s almost impossible to remember you’re on a 
small river island. This is largely because of the nine bridges that stretch 
between the mainland of Kochi and the town. The first of them was 
constructed in 1955, linking the town to Kalamassery, and paving the 
way for the expansion and economic growth of Eloor. Both private and 
public-sector industries and undertakings mushroomed here over the 
next two decades. 

Eloor was renamed as ‘Udyogamandal’, which can be translated to ‘the 
centre of industries and employment’. Eloor was being recast as the 
flagship of industrialisation in Travancore, and its former identity as a 
farming and fishing town was being laid over with concrete and tar. 

In fact, the industrialisation project in Travancore had begun in earnest 
by the middle of the 19th century, which was much earlier than in 
most other regions of the country. Within a few decades, Travancore’s 
economy was integrated with the international commodity market, 
opening up further vistas for growth and expansion. 

“When the industries first started functioning, there wasn’t a lot of 
awareness amongst the people, unlike today. The only expectation 
people harboured had been that the firms would bring some sort of 
work, some sort of employment,” says Kumaran Aashan, one of the 
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earliest residents of Eloor. But in reality, not many of the locals chose to 
work in the companies for the simple reason that the wages were too 
low. “You could make more money going for koolipani!” adds Zakkeer, 
the General Convener of the Periyar Malineekarana Virudha Samithi 
(PMVS), which has been working to bring attention to the severity of 
pollution in Eloor. “Fifty years ago, when the companies arrived, there 
was nobody around here to ask them why they were here, or what we 
would get. All we were told was that a new factory was coming. They 
would take land from the government, and start operations. When HIL 
came, for instance, we had no idea what they were coming to do, or 
that it would bring so many problems into our lives. But now, when an 
industry wants to start functioning somewhere, they have to do a lot of 
propaganda, and make a lot of promises.”

No farms, no firms
The idea of Udyogamandal was obviously a powerful one; people were 
being asked to refashion their dreams of the future, and promised 
prosperity and progress tied to the coattails of industrialisation and 
commerce. It is clear from the moniker of Udyogamandal that the 
promise of job creation and wealth generation was held out as a 
dangling carrot to the locals.  But what would become of all the jobs 
and livelihoods in Eloor that depended upon the land and the river, 
long before this ‘mandal’ was established? 

Or worse, what would happen if, after sacrificing occupations such as 
farming and fishing, which depend upon the health of the soil and the 
water, the industries began to fail as well?

The answer is simple: you would end up with the Eloor of today.

When Aashaan arrived in Eloor more than 55 years ago, the place 
was full of paddy fields. “Not an inch was barren. The soil here was 
like gold. It never cheated us. In the summer, vegetables were farmed 
everywhere. Today, you can’t find even a single stalk of rice here. Our 
kids ask us where the rice on our plates comes from.” Many of the 
farmers who lost their livelihood moved to construction work

“All the food in Eloor comes from outside town,” confirms Zakkeer. 
“The soil here became useless after the companies came. During my 
mother’s time, water the colour of milk used to come flowing from the 
companies. It was full of gypsum. It flowed into all the farms. If you dig 
into the soil of any farm here, you’ll still see white residue everywhere. 
It’s FACT’s waste. Earlier, people used to carry gypsum off from the 
bottom of the creek to build their houses, and to level the ground. 
Obviously, nobody told us it was gypsum, or that it was dangerous.”

Sanoj, one of Aashan’s three children, remembers how in his childhood, 
he’d wake up to see that the crops and plants in their garden had wilted 
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overnight. “The tops of plants would look like they’d been burned 
off. Imagine how toxic the chemicals have to be for the plants to die 
overnight! Imagine what it must be doing to our bodies. We’d wake up 
at night coughing and wheezing. This was about 30 years ago. But back 
then, there was very little resistance from the people.”

“A graveyard of industries”
Today, one of the reasons the streets are largely deserted is because 
Eloor, which was once an industrial township that employed tens 
of thousands of people, is in a downward spiral. Several industries 
are incurring severe losses, or have moved to higher levels of 
mechanisation, and have been downsizing the number of employees 
on their payroll. Eloor’s economy is seeing an ignominious fall from 
being known as the ‘Centre of Industry and Employment’ to what even 
the Municipality Councillors now call “a graveyard of industries”. 

“We used to be the richest Nagara Sabha in the country. Now, these 
industries can’t even afford to pay wages,” says Joseph Sherry, one of 
the Councillors of the Eloor Municipality. There used to be more than 
12,000 workers at FACT, now there’s less than 2000; IRE had more than 
one thousand, now there’s less than 250; HIL had more than 1300, now 
there are about 100; TCC’s employees have fallen from 1300 to about 
400. And the managements are gunning for more employment cuts. 
“Eloor used to be as crowded as Marine Drive! Now it’s an abandoned 
cemetery,” he says.

“We Welcome You to the Eloor Gas Chamber”
The monsoon of 1971 was unusually strong in Eloor. The rain fell in 
sheets, making the canals, streams and waterways swell and overflow. 
One night, the downpour didn’t stop, and beat down relentlessly on 
the island. The next morning, the rain had eased, and a hint of sunshine 
sun came through. But when the people of Eloor came out of their 
homes, glad for the brief respite, they witnessed something surreal: 
hundreds of thousands of fish were lying dead all along the banks of 
the Periyar, as far as the eye could see. The people who gathered had 
no idea what to make of it, because it was something that nobody had 
ever seen or heard of before. 

A few people decided to gather some of the fish up, and took it home. 
By midday, they began to realise that something was terribly wrong. 
The people who had eaten the fish were all violently ill, and needed 
medical care. “It was then that people became certain about something 
they had suspected for a while; that the industries had been releasing 
untreated toxic effluents into the Periyar, the lifeline of the island,” 
says Purushan Eloor, who spearheaded Eloor’s environmental justice 
movement, and was one of the founders of the Periyar Malineekarana 
Virudha Samithi.
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That would become the first of many massive fish kills in the river. 

This, of course, wasn’t the first dent in the grand story of 
‘Udyogamandal’, or the town’s fascination with the idea. Several things 
had changed in the span of a couple of decades. For one thing, air 
pollution had become a major concern for the residents. The factories 
would release their pollutants into the air before dawn, which meant 
that the town often woke up shrouded in chemical mist in the 
mornings. Respiratory illnesses were on the rise. Interestingly, as many 
of the older residents told us, the pollution had also begun to become 
somewhat of an embarrassment to the locals; the pride that had been 
fostered in them about becoming a vanguard of industry had begun to 
dull.

Secondly, agriculture had become largely unfeasible in the area, since 
the toxic contaminants seeping into the soil, as well as the polluted 
water available for irrigation, had made the land inhospitable for 
life. Crops began to wither on the plants, and soon, even the seeds 
stopped sprouting. Farms that had been ploughed and harvested for 
decades began to be deserted. 

MK Kunjappan, who would later go on to champion one-man 
environmental protests, was one of the farmers who had been forced 
to abandon their fields. To make ends meet, he had found work as a 
security guard in one of the factories. That year, Kunjappan installed 
a hand-written sign at Eloor’s main junction. It read, simply, “We 
Welcome You to the Eloor Gas Chamber.” 4

Kunjappan, who later became a trade union leader and a Municipality 
Councillor, faced plenty of opposition at the time for speaking out 
against the companies, exacerbated by the fact that he belonged to the 
historically marginalised Pulayan caste. It would take 30 years before 
Greenpeace showed up in Eloor, and categorically proved him right. 

The fault lines of caste
The next major incident in Eloor occurred in 1990, when, bizzarely, 
a stream in Eloor caught fire. The Kuzhikandam Thode, a stream 
that flowed through the heart of the Municipality before meeting 
the Periyar, can be thought of as ground zero for pollution in Eloor 
- with its extremely high concentrations of toxic substances, it has 
often been the locus point for peoples’ agitations as well as scientific 
studies in Eloor. About 100 families, most of whom belong to the Dalit 
community or live in the SC Colony of Eloor, reside along the banks of 
this stream. 

Asha, whose mother came to Eloor almost 70 years ago, says: “Back 
then, even on the days when we had nothing to eat, we always knew 
we could just walk into the Kuzhikkandam Thode for a great catch of 
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fish. In my childhood, the water was clear and clean. We would bathe in 
it every day.”  The Thode flows right up to people’s homes, and so it had 
been a major means of transport as well till a few decades ago, with 
provisions from distant places being ferried here by boat.

“Now, the smell has become unbearable. For several years, gypsum, 
one of the effluents from FACT, would come flowing down through the 
water. Since we didn’t know what it was, we would gather it and use 
it, to level the earth and so on. We did not know it was toxic. When the 
waters rose, the gypsum would flow right into our homes as well. There 
were probably a lot of other acids and chemicals in the water too. Our 
noses and throats would burn. When there were too many chemicals 
in the water, we would be forced to move for a few days. Then, as the 
frequency of this increased, we often couldn’t come back to the house 
at all. In fact, there have been many times when we would be unable to 
live in the house, and we’ve had to go live elsewhere while the smells 
and the discomfort that came with them receded,” adds Asha.

“When we talked about it amongst ourselves, we would say, “Company 
vellam vannitundu!” (The water from the factory has come!) ‘Company 
Vellam’ was our term for it, since we had no idea what was actually in 
it. We even used to bathe in it, initially. But soon, we began to fall sick. 
Then people would say ‘Well, who asked you to bathe in the company 
vellam!’ It was made out to be our mistake.”

The fire was caused by the burning of toluene, a toxic chemical known 
to cause damage to the nervous system and the liver, reportedly 
discharged from one of the unauthorised effluent pipes leading out 
of Hindustan Insecticides Ltd. On July 27, 1990, the Additional District 
Magistrate, Fort Kochi convened a meeting to address the incident. The 
Kerala Pollution Control Board confirmed that the polluted water which 
was flowing through Kuzhikandam Thode had not been not properly 
treated by the factories.5

But following this, there was no action from the side of the local 
administration or the KSPCB. 

In 2002, in the face of worsening pollution and their inaction, local 
residents decided to seal off the creek. It grew into one of the biggest 
agitations in Eloor, with the people refusing to back down. “The police 
brutally lathi-charged us,” remembers Kumaran Aashaan, whose house 
is also along the Thode. “And what were we asking for? A little clean 
water to drink, air to breathe! This tells you exactly whose side they’re 
on.”

The loopholes
According to K.K. Ashkar, a lawyer who has been representing 
members of the PMVS and been fighting the legal battle against 
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pollution in Eloor, there are mainly two legal provisions that are being 
misused by the factories in Eloor. The first is the ‘Deemed Provision’ 
within the Water Act. “After an industry applies for clearance, the PCB 
has four months to respond to them. If they do not hear from the PCB 
in that stipulated time period, permission is deemed to have been 
given unconditionally. So all the PCB has to do is sit on the request for 
clearance for 4 months, and then the industry gets the permissions it 
needs without any inspection whatsoever.”

The second provision arises from the HWM 2016 rules, which states 
that a product or a by-product from a company cannot be considered 
hazardous waste. “This has become one of the biggest loopholes used 
by industries in Eloor, as well as all over the country – all they have to 
do is reclassify their waste as a product, and none of the rules apply 
to them. For instance, they’ve gotten ETP sludge reclassified as non-
hazardous waste, and now cement and bricks are made from it. It 
neatly sidesteps the problem, and the companies are now off the hook 
regarding pollution.”

In 1995, the Research Foundation for Science, Technology and 
Natural Resource filed a writ petition in the Supreme Court regarding 
the dumping of hazardous wastes and the damage caused to the 
environment, flora and fauna, health of animals and human beings, 
under Article 32 of the Constitution of India, stating a violation of 
fundamental rights under Articles 14 and 21.6 As a result, the Supreme 
Court issued notices to all the State Governments, Central Pollution 
Control Board and the State Pollution Control Boards to identify the 
problems caused by the hazardous wastes in their jurisdictions. State 
Governments were directed to show cause as to why units generating 
hazardous wastes without provisions of safe disposal, as well as 
unauthorized hazardous wastes handling units, should not be issued 
closure notices immediately.

On August 4, 1997, the Supreme Court issued an Order stating that 
State Governments had failed to place before the Court the material 
facts regarding hazardous wastes. It also appointed a High Powered 
Committee (HPC) under the Chairmanship of Prof. MGK Menon to 
study all matters relating to hazardous waste, from its generation and 
disposal. On April 20, 1998, the Committee filed its report. On October 
10, 1998, on the basis of this report, the Court appointed a Monitoring 
Committee under the Chairmanship of Dr. G. Thyagarajan, then Senior 
Secretary of COSTED, to ensure that the generation of hazardous 
wastes in the country was brought down to the bare minimum. 7 
Subsequently, one of the members of the Committee, Claude Alvares,  
Director of the Goa Foundation, an environmental monitoring action 
group, was put in charge of the South region, which included Kerala. 



20

W
hy

 D
o 

Pe
op

le
 D

en
y 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l D
es

tr
uc

tio
n?

  
Th

e 
Po

llu
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

Pe
riy

ar
 a

t E
lo

or
, a

nd
 L

oc
al

-le
ve

l R
es

po
ns

es

PHOTO ESSAY, ELOOR

Back in Eloor, 1998 was also the year when two massive fish kills 
occurred in a single month, the worst of which occurred on June 11, 
when fish worth a monetary value of Rs.5 crore washed ashore over 
an 8 km stretch of the Periyar. The KSPCB analyzed water from 12 
spots in the river, and found that the concentration of ammoniacal 
nitrogen was 12 to 24 mg/litre, while the permissible limit was zero. 
The Panchayat took a historical decision to cancel the license held 
by the chemical factory Merchem Limited, as it was well known that 
ammoniacal nitrogen was one of their effluents. It was the first time 
that such a decision was being taken by the local body. But in reality, 
the company did not stop production even for a single day - they 
continued to function with the permission of the KSPCB.

One of the ‘Toxic Hotspots of the World’
Around this time, the conversation around Persistent Organic 
Pollutants (POPs) - organic chemical compounds that are resistant 
to biodegradation and thus remains in the environment for an 
exceptionally long period of time - and the dangers they presented, 
was beginning to gain attention in India. POPs are an extremely toxic 
class of chemicals that become widely distributed throughout the 
environment as a result of natural processes, and accumulate in the 
fatty tissue of living organisms including humans, and are found at 
higher concentrations at higher levels in the food chain. Some of the 
POPs are pesticides (aldrin, chlordane, DDT, dieldrin, endrin, heptachlor, 
hexachlorobenzene, mirex, toxaphene), some are industrial chemicals 
(hexachlorobenzene, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and some are 
by-products (hexachlorobenzene; polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins 
and polychlorinated dibenzofurans (PCDD/PCDF), and PCBs.) 

One of the biggest sources of POPs in India was discovered to be 
the Hindustan Insecticides Ltd (HIL) factory in Eloor, since two of its 
main products were DDT and Endosulfan.  This began to generate a 
much wider conversation about the gravity of pollution on the island. 
It is significant to remember that DDT was already banned in most 
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countries around the world by then, and that HIL was one of the only 
known companies still manufacturing it.

This provided an entry point for Greenpeace, the international 
environmental organisation, to become involved in Eloor. In 1999, they 
commissioned a study, and collected water and sediment samples from 
the vicinity of the Hindustan Insecticides Ltd site. Their main focus was 
the Kuzhikandam Thode, which flows through many of the industrial 
units in Eloor, and its adjacent wetlands. The found that “sediment 
from the creek sampled 10m downstream from HIL contained more 
than 100 organic compounds, 39 of which were organochlorines, 
including DDT and its metabolites, endosulfan and several isomers 
of hexachlorocyclohexane (HCH).”8 They also found that “DDT and its 
metabolites were also detectable in the wetlands surrounding the 
Udyogamandal estate....overspill of the creek and/or other uncontrolled 
discharges from the estate might be leading to more widespread 
contamination of the wetland.” 9

Greenpeace declared Eloor as one of the ‘Toxic Hotspots of the World’10, 
a moniker it has not been able to shake to this day. (Interestingly, even 
the Eloor Municipality’s homepage introduces the town using this 
phrase! When we asked the Municipality Chairperson CP Usha about 
why they would advertise their town this way, she said: “We don’t know 
who has put up that website. We did not do it! Anyone who sees it 
would think Eloor is one of the most polluted places in the world. This is 
a fraudulent message.”)                                                                        

Greenpeace’s intervention would bring a lot of media attention – 
international and national - to the small island. The very next year, 
the Comptroller and Auditor General indicted the KPSCB and their 
insufficient monitoring, as well as the polluting industries, in the high 
contamination levels reported in the Periyar.

In 2002, scientists from Greenpeace returned to the same sites they 
had sampled in 1999, for a follow-up study. The analysis of samples by 
gas chromatography/mass spectrometry identified between 20 and 37 
identifiable organochlorines as well as numerous hydrocarbons. They 
also found elevated levels of mercury, copper, zinc, lead, chromium and 
cadmium. Based on the spots where the samples were from, the study 
concluded that the pollutants were likely to be from HIL, Merchem, 
Indian Rare Earths (IRE) and Fertilisers and Chemicals Travancore 
(FACT). 11

The study proved conclusively that despite other studies by the KPSCB that 
showed high rates of pollution, public and judicial interventions, agitations 
by residents, government legislations, and the involvement of international 
organisations, the situation in Eloor had not changed much since 1999. 
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Figure 1: Location of sampling points, Eloor, Kerala, India, 1999 & 2002.  
(Stringer, R. et al. December 2003) 12
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Groups of chlorinated 
compounds

IT02068 IT9010 IT9009

sediment sediment effluent

(2002 study) (1999 study) (1999 study)

DDT and its metabolites 14 11 7

Chlorinated benzenes 4(7) 8 5

Chlorinated alkylbenzenes 3 3 n/d

Hexachlorocyclohexanes 4 4 2

Pentachlorocyclohexenes n/d 1 n/d

Chlorinated cyclopentenes n/d n/d 1

Hexachlorobutadiene 1 1 1

PCBs 4 1 n/d

Endosulfan and its metab-
olites

n/d 3 n/d

Chlorinated benzophenones n/d 5 n/d

Table 1: Groups of chlorinated organic compounds identified in the samples from 
Kuzhikandam Thodu in 1999 and 2002. Numbers in parentheses represent the 
number of compounds detected at trace levels using selected ion monitoring 
techniques; nd= not detected. (Stringer, R. et al. December 2003) 13

‘An ongoing live epidemic’
That year, researchers from OHSC-Mumbai, LTM Medical College and 
Greenpeace initiated a health survey in the area. The study chose Eloor 
as the target village, and Pindimana, a village about 40 kms away as 
the control. Though Pindimana is exposed to some degree of pesticide 
drift, it is an area that does not house many industries. 

The differences were stark and startling. The studies showed an 
overwhelming increase in most types of systemic diseases across Eloor. 
All body systems – the nervous, the muscular, the circulatory, and so on 
– were seen to be adversely affected there, unlike in Pindimana. 

It is interesting to note that at the time of the study, Pindimana was 
going through an epidemic of Leptospirosis and Dengue Fever. Even 
so, the rate of occurrence of infectious diseases under Category-1 of 
the ICD (International Classification of Diseases) in Eloor, which was not 
facing an epidemic, was higher than that of Pindimana. As the study 
noted, “This clearly shows that there is an ongoing live epidemic in 
Eloor which is not being perceived as one that requires attention as it is 
on all the time.”14
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DISEASE CONDITION RELATIVE RATE 
OF OCCURANCE RESULT

Thyroid 215.36%

Depression 484.01% Death

Mental disease 67.07%

Memory loss 113.39%

Epilepsy 151.31%

Migraine 233.44% Death

Paralysis and Paralytic Stroke 105.58%

Vision loss 142.43%

Hearing loss 90.49%

Heart disease 171.37% Death

Bronchitis 335.51% Death

Asthma 223.18% Death

Stomach ulcers 2553.72%

Allergic dermatitis 202.46%

Lumps on Body and Skin Disease 202.46% Death

Arthritis 473.81%

Rheumatism 428.95%

Fibroid 260.84% Death

Hysterectomy 51.85%

Infertility 211.59%

Birth defects 379.40% Death

Cancer 285.00%

Table 2: Data showing Death and Disease potentially due to pollution. The Relative 
Occurrence of 215.36% for Thyroid diseases means that Thyroid diseases are found 
at an increased rate of 2.15 times in Eloor when compared to the reference village.15
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The incidence of and mortality owing to cancer, birth defects, asthma 
and bronchitis in Eloor were noted to be very high. The study also 
added, in a statement that would be echoed in several studies that 
followed, that “The local pollution control board has been entirely 
ineffective in ‘controlling pollution’,  if not preventing it.” 16

“Rubbing chilli powder in the throat and eyes

But on July 6, 2004, it would become clear just how close to the brink 
of cataclysmic tragedy Eloor had been for decades. Around 2 a.m., a 
fire broke out in the section of HIL that manufactures Endosulfan. The 
controversial pesticide that is banned in more than 80 countries in 
the world is known to be acutely neurotoxic, with a high tendency for 
bioaccumulation. 

The fire began on the third floor, and spread throughout the building 
quickly. As the chemicals and effluents burned, toxic smoke began to 
billow out from the site.  The winds carried these poisonous gases not 
through Eloor, but all the way across the river, to nearby areas such as 
Pallipurachal, Chowka North, Varapuzha Panchayath and more. 

Since it was all happening in the dead of night, most of the people 
in the vicinity were asleep. This meant that they were exposed to the 
smoke and fumes for a long while, and woke up only when awakened 
by their neighbours, or the sirens from the twelve fire tenders that it 
took to put out the blaze. 17

This meant that around 30,000 people were trapped on the river island 
of Eloor, with only a single ferry as a means of escape. The ferry only 
made three trips, and it is estimated that about 200 people made 
it across. The rest were forced to remain in Eloor. About 12 people 
suffered injuries, with at least one in a critical condition. 

A fact-finding team comprising of journalists, social justice activists, 
and public health specialists was permitted into HIL’s premises two 
days after the fire. They reported that they were unable to ascertain the 
source of combustion, and added that “the absence of an onsite  and  
offsite  emergency plan at HIL is evident from the fact that fireworkers 
battled  the  fire  without  any  knowledge  about  the burning 
chemicals or the precautions that need to be  taken.  According  to  a  
rough  estimate...  at  least  40  fireworkers  were  engaged in combating 
the fire. None worked with breathing or other safety equipment.”

The Fact-Finding Team interviewed residents of fifteen households 
in the affected area. Locals reported  a  “feeling  of suffocation”  in  
their  throats  even  two  days  after  the fire, along with coughing and 
difficulty in breathing. The elderly and those with chronic respiratory 
problems were worse off. Everyone interviewed reported a burning 
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sensation in the eyes, as though someone were “rubbing chilli powder 
in the throat and  eyes.”  There were also complaints of chest pain, 
nausea and vomiting, and headaches. 18

The birth of the Local Area Environmental Committee
On August 14, 2004, the Supreme Court Monitoring Committee (SCMC) 
arrived in Kerala. They visited several units that were generating 
hazardous waste, and checked for compliance with the Air Act, the 
Water Act and the Hazardous Waste (Management and Handling) 
Rules 1989. In its report of the visit, the Committee expressed shock 
at the number of industrial units operating without the authorization 
required by the HWR, 1989, and in defiance of the Order dated October 
14, 200319, as well as at the State’s widespread disregard in the matter. 
It found that Kerala did not have a Treatment, Storage and Disposal 
Facility (TSDF) for hazardous wastes.20 It also found that the provisions 
of the Air and Water Acts were being openly flouted. 

The Committee also stated that it was “particularly alarmed and 
distressed at the state of the Periyar River”, and remarked that this 
lifeline of the State had been converted into a vast, illegal TSDF for 
receiving a large quantity of hazardous wastes from many industries, 
several of them owned by the government. It also added that the state 
of Kerala was more than a decade behind other states in the country in 
terms of progress in dealing with this predicament. 

According to the HWR 1989, the State Government and industries 
should have jointly identified sites for safe disposal of hazardous 
wastes, and acquired and notified such sites. But in the absence of 
such spaces, the PCB had been granting temporary authorisations for 
storage of hazardous wastes. These temporary permits become legally 
invalid after 90 days; but in most cases, in the absence of any follow-up 
action, industries continue functioning under these permits, making 
them ‘permanent’. The SCMC noted that “due to lapse on the part of the 
state governments it became convenient for the industries to dispose 
of hazardous and toxic wastes, as they liked.”

However, despite several notifications and directions to the KSPCB, 
as well as warnings that contempt proceedings would be initiated 
against it, there continued to be no action by the Board. In light of 
this situation, the Supreme Court Monitoring Committee (SCMC) 
issued directions to the KSPCB to set up a Local Area Environmental 
Committee (LAEC) to assist the Supreme Court Monitoring Committee, 
and commence an environmental audit of all the 247 industries located 
in the area.

The KSPCB was asked to notify all industrial units regarding the 
formation of the LAEC, and that any requests coming from the LAEC to 
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the KSPCB for information or documents concerning the protection of 
the Periyar River should be treated as if it were being requested by the 
SCMC itself. 

The Supreme Court Monitoring Committee also clarified that within 
a period of six months, if the levels of pollution in the Periyar were 
not found to have decreased, it would not hesitate in “directing the 
closure of the entire Udyogamandal industrial estate and that units will 
be allowed to re-open one by one thereafter only if they are able to 
convince that all measures have been installed to discharge as per EPA 
standards and HW Rules.” 21

The SCMC also imposed a fine of Rs.2.5 crores on the Eloor-Edayar 
industrial estate, based on the polluter-pays-principle. The KSPCB was 
charged with collecting this money, and working out the individual 
shares of the collective penalty, which was to be used to revive the 
health of the Periyar. Three years later, in 2007, the KSPCB would put a 
hold on the decision to collect this fine.

But in order to avoid contempt of court proceedings, the KSPCB 
issued notices to 109 industrial units for flouting the Hazardous Waste 
Rules, and asked 32 units to close down immediately. The KSPCB also 
constituted a LAEC as per the Supreme Court’s directives; but it was 
asked by the SCMC to reconstitute the body after it found that the 
committee set up by the board earlier was not in compliance with the 
SCMC directives. The KSPCB had expanded the environment committee 
by including representatives of trade unions and people from the 
Kadungalloor Panchayat.22 

When LAEC was reconstituted by the KSPCB, with advocate P.K.Ibrahim, 
Judge at the High Court  as its Chairperson, they were charged with 
not only the daunting task of completing the inspection of 247 
industries in the area within six months, producing a report covering 
the study of raw materials, products, production process, waste 
generation, compliance with environmental laws, unauthorized 
disposal of wastes and more, but also with sealing unauthorised 
discharge outlets, as well as identifying a site in Eloor for a common 
Treatment, Storage, and Disposal Facility (TSDF). They also held public 
hearings every fortnight to hear from the local residents regarding their 
experiences and concerns about living in the industrial belt. Following 
several comments from the people about how there was no regular 
monitoring of the industries or the pollution levels by the PCB, the 
LAEC decided to begin by examining the reality of the situation on the 
ground. The excerpt from the report regarding this, reads as follows:

“On 2-11-04, LAEC visited the site office of Pollution Control Board 
at Eloor. To its shock the office was found closed. On enquiry it is 
found that the office has been non functional for a pretty long 
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time. There was absolutely no infrastructure such as lab facilities, 
lab technicians and other competent personnel’s for conducting 
inspections and monitoring the units at regular intervals in 
this industrial belt. There was no arrangement even to attend 
emergency situations. The complaint of the public was thus 
stand vindicated and the committee found the genesis of the 
environmental problem in the failure of the Board in maintaining 
a functional office at Eloor-Edayar industrial belt.

The constant follow up by the committee has not yielded any 
result.... The only action reportedly taken by the Pollution Control 
Board is to appoint a peon and an Asst. Engineer and a typist. 
There was no Telephone connection. Not even a facility of a 
urinal for woman staff to work. No vehicle has been provided 
for inspection. Considering all these aspects LAEC requested to 
first to relocate its office in any of staff quarters of FACT, which 
remains vacant. LAEC took initiative to get a quarter allotted and 
now PCB has a building to house a full-fledged office at Eloor. 
But no steps are taken to provide laboratory facilities and to 
collect samples. The office has no typewriter. The office remains 
closed after 5 PM. The posting of staffs serves no purpose except 
incurring additional expenditure. The recommendation of LAEC 
for 24 hours functional office is to monitor the industries round 
the clock to keep a check on the polluters. KSPCB has not been 
sincere to comply by this demand. The conduct is strongly 
disapproved.... LAEC found to its shock that the Pollution Control 
Board has not carried out air monitoring for over three years. 
According to the Board the staffs that conducted air monitoring 
are now in the early period 50’s and cannot climb the stacks 
owing to health problems.” 23

The LAEC then commenced an environment audit of all the 247 
industries located in the area, with a detailed study of the materials, 
products, production process, waste generation, compliance with 
environment laws and unauthorized disposal of waste. 

Purushan Eloor notes that even though the situation in Eloor had 
been deplorable for years, not a single person who didn’t work for a 
company could even get past their gates, till the formation of the LAEC. 
“We visited 247 industries, photographed them, and for the first time, 
were able to see what they were doing, all the ways in which they 
were flouting the rules. It is important to note that this rarely happens, 
anywhere in the world. Companies prefer to keep outsiders away, and 
try and keep their inspections in-house as much as possible.”

They went on to do something which was unprecedented, and has 
never been repeated by any LAEC in the country - they proceeded 
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to shut down 145 out of the 247 factories. “After inspection, if we 
found that the site was not meeting certain minimum environmental 
guidelines, we would ask the KSPCB to issue a closure notice. Since 
we were backed by the powers of the SCMC, the Board could not turn 
us down. Then, if and when these factories were able to make the 
necessary changes, we would allow them to reopen,” says Sridhar, who 
was one of the members of LAEC. 

“We tried to do as many surprise inspections as possible, which had 
been unheard of. In fact, we even stopped telling the KSPCB which 
industries we’d be inspecting that day, because we realised that they 
were passing the information onto the companies,” says Purushan. 

Legally, only the KSPCB Chairman has any prosecution powers in 
pollution matters – and so the reality is that no prosecution of any 
industry happens, even for the most egregious violations. District 
Offices can issue closure notices, but they cannot prosecute these 
industries. A citizen can initiate prosecution, but you have to give them 
a 60-day notice period – which is more than enough time for them to 
do what it takes to avoid prosecution. “There is a reason why it took 
surprise visits by the LAEC to really catch the industries red-handed,” 
says Ashkar.

In October 2005, the LAEC submitted its environmental audit report 
to the SCMC. It was an exhaustive document that detailed the 
committee’s interactions with the PCB, experiences with noticing the 
changing colours of the Periyar based on river-monitoring, a record 
of fugitive emission from various industries, the overconsumption 
of water by industries, the horrifying conditions within bone meal 
factories, and a study of five wards in which drinking water was to be 
provided by defaulting companies (since 926  out of 1250 wells in the 
area were found to be severely contaminated by industrial pollution). 

“When the SCMC visited Eloor, they had ordered that 2143 homes 
should be provided with drinking water by the industries. But for years, 
they pumped out polluted water from the Muttar Stream as drinking 
water for us,” says Jose.

The LAEC also noted that radiation was a major problem in Eloor, from 
the premises of Indian Rare Earth. The radiation effect from IRE was 
found to range from between 24 to 82 msV, which exceeded the limits 
set by the CPCB. The radiation was found to be stemming from the 
enormous quantity of thorium waste dumped within IRE’s premises. In 
2004, a gamma spectra analysis of three species of edible fishes, had 
found significant level of radioactive contamination due to Thorium. 24

The ‘Egg Report’
In April 2005, two scientists, Joseph DiGangi and Jindřich Petrlík, 
who worked with International POPs Elimination Network (IPEN), a 
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renowned global non-profit headquartered in Sweden, published 
a report that examined the contamination of chicken eggs from 17 
countries with dioxins, PCBs and hexachlorobenzene. Eloor was one 
of the two places chosen from India for the study. The study showed 
that the presence of dioxins in free range chicken eggs exceeded the 
EU limit by more than 4 times. They also found a high level of DDT in 
the eggs - 1678.28 ng/g of fat - which is more than thrice the amount 
permitted by the EU. The level of HCBs found was 7 times that of EU 
limits.25

An “exemplary document” with “no present parallel”
One of the demands that the SCMC had put to the LAEC was to 
identify a spot for a common Treatment, Storage and Disposal Facility. 
One of the proposed locations for it was at Ambalamedu, but it soon 
became clear that the Rapid Environmental Impact Assessment for the 
project had fallen short in several areas such as assessment of risk and 
management, the nature of the land, planning for the monsoons, the 
necessary soil tests, the risks of transportation to the site, an inventory 
of hazardous waste, compatibility of various hazardous waste, 
downstream contamination, contamination of drinking water, and 
more. So they recommended the preparation of a more detailed EIA, as 
well as further study of the best possible technology before the project 
was finalised. 

But most significantly, the LAEC’s report was a study of the functioning 
of 247 industries in the region, based on site visits, with findings, 
photographic evidence of illegal outlet points, reports from surprise 
visits, as well as recommendations. “This was the first time that 
outsiders were going inside most of these industrial units” said Sridhar. 
The report was accepted by the Supreme Monitoring Committee and 
was appreciated as an “exemplary document” with “no present parallel”.

The LAEC then undertook an EIA of the Eloor-Edayar corridor, to see 
what the impact of the high pollution levels had been. They submitted 
the report to the SCMC in 2006, detailing the deplorable situation of 
the corridor, as well as the immediate steps that needed to be taken to 
safeguard public health as well the Periyar. 

But this still only captured a part of the story, as Sridhar reminds us. 
“The Air Act, the Water Act, all the legislations around pollution, still 
focus on parameters like the colour of the water, the taste, the smell in 
the air and so on. But this leaves out the most dangerous chemicals and 
dioxins, many of which are odourless, colourless, and tasteless. So the 
way we think about what pollution is has to evolve too.”

But around this time, another development was brewing - a tussle had 
broken out within the SCMC. One faction, headed by Thyagarajan, took 
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a decidedly more pro-corporate stand, and submitted a final report 
to the Supreme Court that clearly reflected that position. The other 
faction, headed by Claude Alvares, decided to submit a report of their 
own, which not only made clear that there was a long way to go in 
terms of cleaning up industries across the nation, but also laid down a 
road map of how to get there. 

The Supreme Court accepted both the reports; and then did absolutely 
nothing about either one of them. 

The momentum that had built up over the last year across the nation 
reached a crescendo, and then crashed to an abrupt halt. “It killed 
the movement,” says Sridhar. “And on the Kerala front,” he adds, “even 
before this happened at the national level, Oommen Chandy, the Chief 
Minister at the time, wrote to Thyagarajan, requesting that all the 144 
industries that had been closed by the LAEC be reopened right away. 
He assured him that as Chief Minister, he was taking responsibility for 
ensuring that within 6 months, the companies would be made to meet 
all their targets, and clean up their act.” 

Upon receiving Chandy’s letter, Thyagarajan sanctioned the reopening 
of all 144 companies.

Within a couple of years, Eloor’s industries went back to business as usual, 
treating the island and the river as a vast dumping yard.

In 2007, following several complaints from residents, scientists 
undertook yet another study in Eloor. They studied vegetables, fruits 
and poultry grown on residents’ lands, and found “unacceptably high 
levels” of pesticide and heavy metal residues, including lead, cadmium, 
zinc, chromium and nickel. Milk, fish, chicken and duck meat, coconut, 
banana, papaya, curry leaves and several other items were studies, 
confirming the residents’ worst fears. The study was conducted by 
the Cochin University of Science and Technology (CUSAT), PMVS and 
Thanal, under the supervision of N. Chandramohan Kumar, head of 
CUSAT’s Chemical Oceanography Department.

Curry leaves there had 2.364 mg of cadmium per kg; 584.2 of zinc, 
8.044 lead and 5.433 of nickel. Chicken liver had 1.388, 42.88, 4.0,0.715 
and 0.255 of these respectively. In the milk, there were 8.72 mg of 
chromium per litre and 2.688 of zinc.

The levels of organochlorine pesticide such as DDT, DDE, DDD and BHC 
were found to be “alarmingly high”, which, in Western countries, could 
have warranted immediate relocation of the residents.26

“If this place is as safe as they say it is,  
why don’t they come live here?”
As several residents in Eloor pointed out, it is hard to see how Eloor has 
benefited from being transformed into an industrial township. “Nothing 
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changed for us. In fact, the only difference here is that the roads have 
been widened and tarred. We only have a basic health centre in Eloor, 
and that too came very recently. The only other hospital in the area is 
in Manjummel, which is a private one,” says Zakkeer. Some companies, 
such as FACT, used to have a program of ‘adopting villages’, in order to 
develop them. “Why didn’t they choose Eloor? We’re the ones who are 
suffering. They should have adopted us. But that’s because they know 
the situation here, and how bad things are. So they’re not interested in 
working here. All that these factories have done is to convert Eloor into 
a trash bin, and excluded us from the benefits of development.”

The older residents still remember a time when they would leap 
unhesitatingly into the river to bathe and fish. But their children and 
grandchildren are forbidden from even going near the water. Most of 
them do not know how to swim. Not a single child growing up in Eloor 
has a relationship with the Periyar.

“All the politicians and authorities have moved away from the most 
polluted areas -  Chandranpillai who works in FACT lives in Manjummel, 
K Gopinathan lives in Pathalam. If this place is as safe as they say it is, 
why don’t they come live here?” asks Zakkeer.

In 2014, two German institutes, the RWTH Aachen University and the 
Leibniz Center for Tropical Marine Ecology, along with the Department 
of Chemical Oceanography, Cochin University of Science and 
Technology, set out to study water and sediment contamination in the 
Cochin backwaters.27  In total 83 organic contaminants were found, 
including priority pollutants such as endosulfan, hexachlorobenzene, 
DDT, hexachlorocyclohexane and their metabolites, which likely stem 
from the industrial manufacturing of organochlorine pesticides. All 
these chemicals have been found in the fish, molluscs and other catch 
from the river as well.

With this data on organochlorides, Cochin University also laid out a 
comparison of the Cochin Estuary with 22 of the most severely polluted 
sites in the world, which demonstrated that the contamination of the 
backwaters exceeded all the others by a huge margin. But what was 
even more shocking was the complete absence of benthic organisms, 
and the near complete lack of filter feeders in the areas with high 
levels of pollution. Benthic organisms are those that live in and on the 
sediments at the bottom of oceans, rivers and estuaries, such as worms, 
clams, crabs, lobsters and sponges.

Benthos, are of course, fundamental to the health and existence of life 
in a water body.  Aside from playing a critical role in the food chain, the 
filter feeders in the benthic community are also the frontline cleaners 
of the river. They pump large amount of water through their bodies, 
and filter this water for food. In the process, they remove sediments 



33

and organic matter, thereby cleaning the water. The rest of the organic 
matter is deposited on the ocean floor to be remineralized by benthic 
organisms into nutrients, which are cycled back into the water column. 
This remineralization of organic matter is an important source of 
nutrients for all life in the ocean.

This has, of course, reflected in the falling catch from the river. Father 
Augustine Vattoly is a senior priest at the Ernakulam-Angamaly 
archdiocese, who, the first time we met, admits freely that he had no 
idea that he had been drinking water from the Periyar in 2016, or heard 
about the issues in Eloor. “But I knew that less than 20 years ago, there 
were about 36 types of fish in the river, and if you went and stood with 
any sort of basic fishing equipment at Vyppin, you ended up with a 
huge haul in a few hours. Now, there’s nothing.” 

There used to be plenty of Chinese fishing nets dotting the north 
side of the Periyar, but now there are none. Kerala fisheries statistics 
estimate that at least 22,000 people find employment through fishing 
along the banks of the river. About 16,000 tonnes of the district’s 
marine catch comes from here. But the abandoned nets point to the 
falling number of catch from river. The fish and molluscs caught from 
here have also noted to contain presence of heavy metals and chemical 
residue.

“Most of our fish, our kuruvaparal, and our kakka has disappeared from 
the river,” says Viju TG, who retired from the Vigilance & Anti-Corruption 
Bureau. “I remember that people who dive for kakka used to talk about 
how much their bodies use to itch and bleed after they went into the 
water. In my childhood, the water in the Periyar used to be medicinal.” 
He also notes that fishermen talk about hidden pipes in the middle of 
the river, from where colour changes start. “I believe the Navy brought 
a few drivers, and dove to find them? But we heard nothing about it. 
Where are the studies that are done about us? We want access to them. 
People outside of Eloor know so much more about Eloor than we do. 
Does that sound right to you?” 

The divers, who had been from the National Geophysical Research 
Institute, had, in fact, found more than 65 hidden and illegal pipelines 
leading into the Periyar. 28

Indian Rare Earths Limited (IREL) is a government-owned corporation 
that has been one of the most guarded industrial units in Eloor. Since 
the products there are used by the defence industry, everything 
that goes in and out of its tall, white gates is in closed vehicles, and 
accompanied by armed guards. It was only about 15 years ago that 
Eloor residents realised that the IRE had been handling enormous 
quantities of radioactive materials and waste, such as Thorium, and 
dumping them without any safety precautions right on the company’s 
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premises. Several scientific studies and investigations have shown 
that the indoor and outdoor background radiation levels on the island 
are unusually high. “We had no idea it was Thorium. We used to think 
it was mud,” says Viju. “No one will believe the absolute lack of safety 
precautions in Eloor, or the levels of hazard the workers are exposed 
to every day. I still remember how it was very easy for us back then to 
identify if someone was working at HIL – because when they used to 
sweat, they used to smell of DDT.”

Once Father Vattoly became aware of the scale of the issue, he was 
joined by Dr.G.D.Martin, a researcher and scientist who has been 
studying the Periyar for years. “We literally started going door-to-door, 
to residential areas, schools, community organisations and colleges 
with this information. They listened without prejudice. People have a 
right to know what is happening to their water, and their bodies.” 

They are both members of Collective for Right to Live (CORL), which 
has been advocating for the revival of the Periyar. “When we went to 
give our talks, we were surprised to see hundreds of people squeezing 
into the auditorium to listen. Women, in particular, were enraged by 
the state of the water we were drinking. They manage the finances 
at home, know that hospitals are expensive, they are the ones who 
have to take care of their families when they fall ill. At Kudumbasree 
meetings, women would stand up at the end of our talk and say ‘OK, 
let’s go take care of this issue. What needs to be done?’”

CORL gained international attention with a massive campaign 
inaugurated by Irom Sharmila, in 2017, which became a platform for 
various social, cultural, religious and environmental organisations to 
come together to pledge to save the Periyar. More than 6000 people 
attended the event, possibly the highest ever turnout for an event of 
this nature in the area. 

There were several noteworthy things about the CORL event which 
marked a departure from the nature of organisation that had 
happened thus far in the name of the Periyar. The first was that the 
meeting, presided over by several social leaders, including Dalit and 
Adivasi leaders, was held not in Eloor, but at Marine Drive, in the city of 
Kochi, signifying the recognition that the death of the river was not an 
issue that could - or indeed should - be dealt with by the 45,000 people 
on the river-island alone, but that it was a matter than affected millions 
of people in the Ernakulam district, and beyond. It marked that there 
was a civil society beyond Eloor’s borders that was willing to take up 
the matter. 

The second characteristic of note about the CORL meet was the 
extraordinarily high number of students and young people at the 
event. They turned up in droves, and took leadership of the organising 
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of the event, the logistics, the pamphleteering and the crowd-
management. They were from Eloor, Edayar and other parts of the 
industrial belt, and there were several students from colleges in Kochi 
as well. 

It is also important to note that several religious leaders were involved 
in this event, to bring awareness of these issues to the public; the 
Catholic Church, in particular, was able to throw its considerable 
weight behind the grassroots organising for this new movement. Their 
involvement helped bring people out of their homes and colleges, 
especially along the coastal areas where the Church is very influential. 
Archbishop Joseph Kalathiparambil of the Varapuzha archdiocese, 
who spoke at the event, said, “We should be disturbed about living in 
a world where you can no longer provide clean air and safe drinking 
water to our children. People who are bothered only about profit are 
unable to see the agony of the masses. More people are dying today 
because they do not have water to drink, than in wars.”

It is no secret that the environmentalists who are fighting on the side of 
the Periyar remain a severely divided lot. Father Vattoly remembers the 
time the Periyar Malineekarana Viruddha Samithi called a press 
conference to criticize CORL, right after he and Dr.G.D.Martin had given 
a press conference of their own to state that the Red category and 
non-compliant industries in Eloor need to be shut down. “Sometimes, 
it definitely feels like the biggest opposition we face is from other 
activists.” He adds that they are not opposed to zero pollution/
discharge industries coming in to Eloor.

Most other green groups in Eloor have shied away from this stance, 
stating that they are not anti-industry. “Every time we say that we need 
to close down these factories, people bring up the concept of job loss, 
loss of livelihood. There are about 6000 people from various parts of 
the State employed in these factories, sure, but why is nobody asking 
about the tens of thousands of fisher folk who have lost their jobs as 
a result of the industries? The farmers whose land became infertile? 
Where do we account for that job loss?” Father Vattoly believes that this 
narrative has long stood in the way of decisive action at Eloor, and that 
it needs to be exposed. “How much do these companies pay as tax? We 
would love to get the numbers. We don’t even use most of the products 
they make. How much subsidy do they get from the State? How much 
free electricity, water? What if we could redirect all this money to causes 
that support public health and safety? How does one account for the 
true cost of these industries, in terms of health issues, and irreparable 
damage to the environment? How much is it costing us to keep these 
failing companies running?”

It is true that most of the industries in Eloor are struggling to keep 
their heads above water, and depend on enormous subsidies from 
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the government to keep running. When asked why that is, Biju 
Balakrishnan, an Executive Engineer with the Pollution Control Board 
in Alappuzha, responds rather philosophically at first, with, “Change is 
the only thing that is constant in this universe.” When we press for more 
details, he says that many of the companies have failed to diversify 
according to the changing demands of the market, and face several 
constraints when it comes to ramping up production. “There are space 
constraints, environmental constraints, local and political issues. They 
have also failed to update both the science as well as the process 
behind the production.” 

The PCB in Eloor, and the road ahead
There is a standing joke amongst the locals in Eloor that we hear time 
and time again. “Do you want to know who the worst polluter in a year 
was? All you have to do is check which company won that year’s Kerala 
State Pollution Control Board’s Excellence Award for its sustained efforts 
in pollution control and for initiatives in environment protection!”

CMRL held the coveted spot for 11 consecutive years, right up until 
2016. During this undefeated streak, in 2006-07, as Dr.G.D.Martin notes 
in his book Periyar: Puzhayum Jeevanum Veendedukkam29, the Centre 
for Water Resources Development and Management had concluded 
in a study commissioned by the Department of Science & Technology, 
that the frequent colour-changes of the Periyar to red that year were 
owing to the presence of iron, and that the source of the contamination 
was CMRL. In 2011, a PCB official named Chithrakumari submitted a 
11-page report pointing out the same, and named CMRL as the culprits. 
She was transferred out of Eloor.

Dr.G.D.Martin expands on this issue in his book, stating how the 
existing infrastructure and pollution controlling mechanisms in Eloor 
have failed at even following the most basic of procedures.30 According 
to the Supreme Court’s Order of 2003, every industry is responsible 
for putting up a sign outside their firms, with information about the 
products, by-products, waste, effluents, and so on. Dr. Martin notes that 
even this is missing from most industries. He goes on to note that even 
when the Periyar changes colour, or there are massive fish kills, it is 
trainees from the PCB who are sent to collect samples, who do so even 
as they openly flout all the procedural protocols that they are supposed 
to follow. 

One of the most brazen examples is in the testing of oxygen levels in 
the water31, which is one of the most basic tests that determine the 
level of pollution in the water. “It is very easy for atmospheric oxygen to 
get mixed with the water when collecting samples, especially when the 
oxygen levels in the water are very low. You require basic equipment 
like the Niskin Water Sampler to collect water for these tests. But the 
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PCB takes samples for this sensitive test by dipping a plastic bucket tied 
to a rope into the water. Is it any wonder than even during fish kills, the 
PCB is not able to detect a drop in the oxygen levels in the Periyar?”

In order to find data on pollution in Eloor, we had approached a few 
PCB officials to ask if there were any reports or publications we could 
access. Under conditions of anonymity, one of them said, with a note 
of puzzlement, “Of course we can get you the reports. But why do 
you even want them? They are almost entirely fabricated.” While we 
appreciated the brutal honesty, it raises unsettling questions about 
whether any real data collection, sampling or studies are happening 
in Eloor, and about the life and safety of the 44,000 people who live on 
the island.

“A place like Eloor is a punishment posting for an Environmental 
Engineer. Anyone who is sent there talks about it like they’re been 
sentenced to life-imprisonment,” says an official who works with the 
PCB, under conditions of anonymity. “It is where the least favourite of 
the crop is sent. The Environmental Engineers face a lot of pressure 
from all sides, while they remain powerless to change anything 
systemic. PCB engineers last an average of less than a year there, and 
the interest groups in Eloor remain the same.” 

But wouldn’t it be a good place for a corrupt official to come settle in 
for a few years? “There’s no money in Eloor now. There used to be, but 
no longer,” they say. 

They add that trainees, and often staff, within the PCB are often 
transferred frequently, and to train them to work in a new area will take 
more than three months. “By the time they are accustomed to an area, 
they will be shunted off again.”

Biju Balakrishnan, who moved to the PCB after many years with Binani 
Zinc, knows precisely how the big polluters are able to postpone 
inspections and flout regulations with relative ease. “Binani Zinc 
is a perfect example. They left a ticking time-bomb in Eloor when 
they abandoned their factory. They left tonnes of toxic waste on 
their premises, along with many spent chemicals, which remain an 
enormous environmental threat for the area. There is a huge quantity 
of chemicals at every step of the process just lying inside this company. 
The steps to clean up and secure the area are moving at a snail’s pace.” 
Student-activist Jayaram J had also spoken of how the company had 
left abruptly one morning, stopping only to turn off the main power 
switch. The greatest by-product of Zinc production is Cadmium, a toxic 
heavy metal classified as a human carcinogen, which leads to bone 
deformities and kidney failure.

Cadmium was behind the mass poisoning in the Toyama Prefecture, 
Japan, which started around 1912, as mining companies began to 
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flourish in the area. This led to the massive spread of what is now 
considered one of the ‘Four Big Pollution Diseases of Japan’ - the Itai-itai 
disease.  Itai-itai translates to “it hurts, it hurts”, which is what the locals 
would say when they began to experience severe pains in their spin 
and joints, which is one of the most significant symptoms of cadmium 
poisoning. 

Kerala is one of several states in the country that uses an Online 
Consent Management and Monitoring System (OCMMS) for industries 
and entrepreneurs to submit applications for consent. The software 
allows industries to apply online for consent to establish and operate, 
and also facilitates the renewal of consent. “But no one is cross-
checking this information, or verifying the applications. So we have 
things like electroplating industries getting filed under ‘Farming’! 
This leads to a lot of skewed data and statistics about pollution,” 
Balakrishnan adds. 

It is safe to assume that the authorities who gave the green signal 
to more and more factories in Eloor more than half a century ago 
were not truly aware of what they were starting, or what they were 
unleashing into the skies and the water. Now, if anything, there is an 
over-abundance of studies, scientific reports and data to conclusively 
prove that the situation in Eloor needs urgent and critical intervention. 

“But no one single agency can handle the environment, not even 
the PCB. There needs to be a Joint Task Force, a much larger network 
which comprises of the PCB, the Police, the Municipality, the Health 
department, Town Planning, Food and Safety, Irrigation, and so on. 
We tried making a Common Platform to do this, but the only place 
it has taken off is in Alappuzha,” says Biju Balakrishnan. “Enfocement 
strengthening alone is not enough, we really need to have the basic 
infrastructure and facilities to respond to what we find. Otherwise, 
enforcement can just turn into a form of harassment. Pollution comes 
from many sources, and industry is already a controlled sector. Why 
aren’t we talking more about domestic waste?” Domestic waste would 
come up several times in our conversation, always as the “hidden, 
alarming and real danger” that confronts us today.

“The real estate mafia is one of the biggest beneficiaries of the 
pollution crisis,” he adds. “They are one of the most powerful interest 
groups in this. They run extortion and blackmailing rackets behind the 
scenes. Land prices around most industries, especially ones like bone 
meal, are usually very low. Mid-level dealers try and buy up some of 
the land around the factory, and then file a case against the firm to get 
them to compensate them for their land, or to get them to buy it from 
them. The larger ones end up buying up several of these smaller plots 
to start a villa project or apartment complex. But for these flats to get 



40

W
hy

 D
o 

Pe
op

le
 D

en
y 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l D
es

tr
uc

tio
n?

  
Th

e 
Po

llu
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

Pe
riy

ar
 a

t E
lo

or
, a

nd
 L

oc
al

-le
ve

l R
es

po
ns

es

PHOTO ESSAY, ELOOR

actually get sold, the industry next to it needs to be shut down, right? 
It’s easy to get anything shut down in our State! So then they call a few 
local activists together, start a protest or a hunger strike, the media 
comes in, all this hue and cry about how terrible the industry is starts. 
They attack the industry like a school of piranhas!”

Biju also alleges that many of the environmentalists in the area have 
become beneficiaries of the industries or other interest groups. “The 
environmentalists have split like an amoeba into multiple groups. They 
are one of the biggest reasons why nothing is changing in Eloor. All of 
them want the same things: money, fame, and power. And to get it, 
they have to tarnish the Board unnecessarily. They like to establish their 
authority by breeding more negativity about PCB officials.” Seemingly 
missing the irony, he adds, “But if we oppose any of them, all of them 
will come together, and pull all the skeletons out of our closet.”

The Municipality Chairperson CP Usha also feels that the agenda of 
the activists isn’t as straightforward as it seems. “The fundamentalists 
here aren’t really interested in saving the Periyar; their agenda is solely 
to attack the industries. This is their only goal. These environmentalists 
see everything negatively, they oppose everything. There will be no 
development in the state at this rate. No technology, no Metro, no 
space research, no rockets, no development, no trains, nothing!”

But the activists seem to have a very different stance on the issue. “We 
are very clear about the next steps for Eloor. First, we need a green-
rating system for the industries here, and for it to be strictly monitored. 
We want bring in industries that do things such as spice processing, for 
instance, and open up opportunities for industrial tourism. We need 
an urgent relocation of the thorium in Eloor.  We need to get started 
on the remedial measures that can slowly revive the Kuzhikandam 
Thode, as well as the Periyar on the whole. But most of all, we need 
an independent monitoring body in Eloor, one which would be able 
to delegate power, and to bring about the kind of one-the-ground 
surveillance that we need,” says Purushan. Sridhar adds: “There are 
some companies that can continue as is, some that can be fixed with 
a little maintenance, and then there are a select few that absolutely 
cannot be salvaged. They need to be phased out, in terms of the toxins 
they are manufacturing. They can be channelled into making other 
products with minimal reconstruction and diversification work.”

KK Ashkar also believes that there are many things that can be done 
to change the situation in Eloor. “First, Article 10 of the Rio Convention 
needs to be upheld here.32 Things cannot and will not change without 
public participation in pollution issues. Continuous monitoring in an 
industrial corridor like Eloor is near impossible – but what is possible is 
community monitoring. There needs to be a Surveillance Road along 
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the Adayar-Eloor road. Right now, PCB officials have to go through the 
company’s property in order to check for compliance and regulation. 
Obviously, by the time they are at the front gate, they pass the message 
on to those inside to turn off illegal outlets and unauthorised drains, 
and so on. What we need is a road that can be accessed independently 
of these properties. Most importantly, the public should have access 
to this road.” In 2008, the NGRI had done a radar study of illegal 
underground pipelines in the area. They found many anomalies, but 
they were unable to excavate the spots because they lacked access 
to them. “Another thing that needs to happen is the construction of 
a 3 metre-deep wall along the industrial belt, so that these illegal 
outlets are unable to be used. There needs to be a public observation 
path along the stretch of the river as well. We have the blueprints for 
a Community Monitoring System, and we can need to implement it 
as soon as possible. The thorium deposits in Eloor have to be secured 
and moved, and it remains one of our biggest health concerns to this 
day. Another thing we’ve struggled with is the regulation of bone-
meal factories – the stench from them is unbearable, but how do we 
document smell? It makes it difficult for us to impose any changes 
there.”

KK Ashkar agrees that Municipalities have limited powers when it 
comes to addressing pollution – they can only fall back on a few things 
like Section 440 of the Municipality Act. “At the most, they can only 
do things like asking the companies to pay a fine of Rs.500 or so! The 
real enforcement agency is the PCB. What the Municipality can do, of 
course, is put the necessary pressure on the PCB to do their job. Clearly, 
that isn’t happening either.”

Most authorities, officials and local citizens that we spoke to seemed 
to agree that anyone in any sort of political post, whether it was at 
the level of the bureaucracy, the Municipality, or the State level, was 
very limited in terms of what they could do to address this issue. 
Even people who were able to do good work while they worked in 
administrative roles have been forced to change their tune once they 
were promoted, or moved to a political post. Political interests were 
opined to be too vested to be driving towards better policy, let alone 
lasting change. “It is difficult to oppose the interest groups that deeply 
rooted structures in a place like Eloor. It becomes much easier to work 
with them; but pouring fresh clay into a skewed mould will not help!” 
adds Biju Balakrishnan. 

Rather contradictorily, he is also of the opinion that most of the worst 
polluters, not only in Eloor, but in Kerala in general, have already been 
shut down. Even if that were true, haven’t all of these companies, like 
Binani Zinc, just left all their chemicals right where they were, and left? 
“Yes, that is true,” he admits.”But if we were to come out with a report 
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that says that pollution levels are still critical, then the remaining 
industries would also be shut down, right? And everyone needs the 
industries – whether it’s the municipality, or the employees. So, the 
real issue we should be turning our attention to is domestic waste.” But 
he agrees that the time has come to move away from core industries, 
and into assembling and manufacturing, since that is likely to be the 
only sort of industries that will be sustainable, going forward. He is also 
unequivocal about one thing – “the water that you drink today when 
you come to Kochi is incomparably more polluted than it was even ten 
years ago.”

Domestic waste and its management is an undeniable issue for the 
State as a whole which we need to address post-haste - but how many 
domestic processes produce heavy metals, organochlorines or isomers 
of hexachlorocyclohexane? 

But it is true, as CP Usha reminds us, that the Periyar’s woes do not 
begin in Eloor. The story begins right from the pesticides used in the 
tea-estates in Munnar, high up in the hills, and only worsens as the 
river flows through the State. “Kalamasssery Panchayat has a waste-
dumping yard that stretches over 2 to 3 acres. There’s almost 25 years of 
waste and sediments in it, including plastic waste, and since it’s flanked 
only partially by a wall, it has been leeching into the water for years. 
The area also has several butcher shops, and car washing companies. 
The Eloor administration cannot control the situation there, right? But 
it’s those of us who lie at the very end of the river that get all the blame 
and hostility. No matter where it begins, it’s the people in Eloor who 
have to pay the price, since the river carries everything down to us.”

What are we waiting for?
In short, the Periyar is on its last legs, and there is absolutely no dearth 
of scientific data, reports, studies to prove it. There is unquestionably a 
lack of political will from the side of the KSPCB to address the issue; and 
while the Municipality might not have the powers per se to stop the 
factories, they do not seem inclined to pressure the KSPCB into action. 
The trade unions in Eloor are powerful, and seem quick to oppose 
any resistance against the factories, since they are the ones who are 
employed by the factories.  Most of the people who had worked in any 
capacity to save the river spoke of how the town quickly isolated them, 
friends and family alike. How unrewarding the work was, how lonely 
and how pointless it had all begun to feel.  

The Periyar continues to change colour, and dead fish reeking of 
chemicals continue to pile up on its banks. The mental and physical 
health of Eloor residents is unquestionably under severe duress. Other 
animals, the vegetation, the crops, all of them live on poisoned ground.
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One evening, as we stopped at a roadside stall to have tea, one of the 
residents of Eloor pointed at a goat and its kid standing in a pool of 
sunshine on a patch of grass by the roadside and said, “Whatever  it’s 
drinking from its mother’s udder is probably more DDT than milk!”

But Sridhar is unequivocal about one thing: “The year that the LAEC 
functioned in Eloor, the Periyar didn’t change colour. People actually 
began to get into the water, after many decades. Several species of fish 
that the locals had not seen since their childhood came back to the 
river. It remains one of the most incredible moments of our careers, and 
we were overjoyed that the results were immediate. The Periyar flowed 
clean,” he says. 

Perhaps then, it can be so again. 
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 Introduction

Primarily, this essay reflects on two key questions 
about the significance of the ‘local’ in environmental 
conflict and struggle, which emerged from fieldwork 
at Eloor – evident in the preceding account of the 

past and present of Eloor. It takes up, first, the puzzle 
of a certain indifference, if not forgetfulness, that many 
people interviewed in Eloor, especially those in charge 
of local governance, seem to display about the vital 
issue of longstanding pollution and destruction of the 
environment there by big industry. The essay takes on 
board the common explanations of ignorance and the 
corrupt complicity of local-level leaders with industry, and 
finds these necessary but not sufficient. What, then, makes 
it so difficult for many local people and their leaders to 
fully acknowledge the reality of environmental destruction 
even as its effects continue to devastate the community in 
ways too close for comfort?  Secondly, despite seeing the 
rise of a powerful anti-pollution movement that quickly 
grew to reach global fora during the 1990s and after, we 
observed very scanty support for it on the ground at Eloor. 

THE LOCAL AS INDUSTRIAL 
HETEROTOPIA: MAKING SENSE OF 
THE DENIAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
DESTRUCTION AT ELOOR

J. Devika, N. C  Narayanan
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Activists reported considerable resistance from the community, and a 
deep sense of not just being victimized, but even ostracized. How can 
we account for this, and what does it mean for environmental struggles 
in general? Finally, how do we understand the inability of the local 
government at Eloor to intervene effectively to rein in the polluters?

This essay is based on qualitative fieldwork at Eloor during 2017-18. We 
explored the ‘local’ in a broader sense, to include the local in people’s 
movements and politics, to obtain a better sense of the Municipality 
as local governance institution. This meant that besides open-ended 
semi-structured interviews of roughly an hour’s duration each on an 
average, conducted in Malayalam, and further interactions with the 
elected members and other functionaries of the Eloor Municipality 
(such as the Secretary), we also interviewed many local activists, former 
Ward Members, trade union members and leaders, and residents of 
the most polluted area in Eloor, the banks of the Kuzhikandam creek. 
The interviewees in each group were selected through the snowballing 
method, and this was necessary because of the highly contested, even 
violent, nature of the conflict over the environment. We wound up 
interviews in each group when arguments began to reach saturation.
Through the interviews we attempted not only to understand the 
present of Eloor but also to get a sense of how the situation here 
had evolved through the mid-twentieth century and after. In all we 
conducted 21 interviews with elected members and environmental 
activists, and very many long conversations with a diverse set 
of residents of Eloor. Besides the interviews, we utilized the rich 
secondary research sources available on the pollution issue at Eloor, 
and newspaper reports, books, reports by activist groups,the reports of 
Kerala State Pollution Control Board and others, legal proceedings, and 
key Municipality documents including the Panchayat Development 
Report of Eloor (1996) were consulted and/or analyzed.

This essay has four sections and a conclusion. In the following section, 
we examine somewhat closer the nature of the denial of environmental 
pollution and its destructive effects by local governance leaders of 
Eloor by outlining their strategies and reflecting on the implications of 
these. In the next, we argue that while insights about denial do offer 
much insight into its non-local aspects, it is necessary to consider local 
history of spatial transformation -- of Eloor-as-Udyogamandal, which 
was indeed a heterotopia of national industry in the immediate post-
independence decades.While there has been a severe decline of both 
Nehruvian industrial nationalism and Eloor as an industrial hotspot 
since the early 1990s, our fieldwork seems to reveal that the persistence 
of industrial modernity as a kind of cultural bedrock among the people 
of Eloor and their leaders can scarcely be overlooked. The third section 
takes up the question of the weak local roots of the people’s movement 
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against pollution at Eloor, about why it failed to attract and mobilize 
local people sufficiently even as it reached global forums. Here we 
attempt a preliminary comparison with other anti-river-pollution 
struggles in Kerala, especially the Chaliyar protection struggle against 
the Gwalior Rayons factory at Mavoor. The fourth section reflects on 
the failure of the local government at Eloor to lead local people in 
the struggle for a safe environment.The conclusion draws together 
the insights of the preceding sections and returns to questions about 
the significance of the local in struggles around the environment 
under globalization. We conclude with reflections on local ecological 
sustainability, and the challenge of making visible the ‘ecological local’ 
at Eloor, without which ecologically-sensitive local governance may be 
impossible.

I
The Panchayat Development Report of Eloor (at that time a Village 
Panchayat), prepared more than twenty years ago, identifies the dire 
effects of industrial pollution on people’s lives and demands swift 
and effective action by the local government to remedy it (1996). 
For instance, the section on water and public health begins with the 
observation that the coming of large industry has either led to the 
filling up of the once-abundant sources of water there, or polluted 
them beyond use. It explicitly mentions the pollution of the river and 
the irresponsible disposal of waste from the workers’ housing in the 
industrial area as a major part of the problem (p. 29). “In Eloor, which 
is rich in industrial growth, the most common illnesses in general are 
because of water pollution. Most of these are respiratory ailments. 
There are plenty of asthma patients. Many suffer from skin diseases. 
Children are prone to stubborn fevers and coughing. Residents from 
other parts of India are also known to bring malaria.  It is strongly 
suspected that the radiation from the Indian Rare Earths is causing 
cancer and infertility. Many children with mental disabilities are also 
identified.” (p. 31). There are ample research sources post-1996 that 
clearly indicate that there has been no respite in the pollution of the 
river since then (for a summary of the many studies, see Martin 2017). 
Yet in our interviews with elected members of the present Eloor 
Municipality, the complete or partial denial of the health impacts 
– as a thing of the past, for example – was pronounced. We seek to 
understand this denial.

Research on climate change and severe environmental damage in 
environmental sociology and environmental psychology has paid 
considerable attention to the phenomenon of denial – in which people, 
even direct victims, of such destruction, deny, even in the face of 
incontrovertible evidence, that the reason for the pain that they suffer 
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is environmental destruction (Slovic 2000; Bulkeley 2000; Brechin 2003; 
Zerubavel 2006; Worthy 2008; Lertzman 2015 ; Cohen and Dunlap 2016) 
.  Importantly, these people do not deny the reality of environmental 
destruction; nor do they claim that industry does not affect nature 
adversely. The response of residents to environmental pollution at 
Eloor closely resembles this, which has been called ‘socially-organized 
denial’ (Norgaard 2006) in the literature on climate change denial. It is 
now widely agreed that even though the ‘information-deficit’ model 
(Bulkeley 2000) of climate change denial which claims that better 
and more accessible, scientifically grounded, reliable information 
will convince people and that it is the lack of such information that 
underlies climate change denial, is not adequate to make sense of 
denial – that is, knowledge is necessary, but may not be sufficient 
(Finger and Verlaan 1995; Dankel 2015; Kidner 2007; Blumstein and 
Saylan 2008).For instance, some sociologists and psychologists now 
argue that the apparent indifference of people in the face of a veritable 
flood of information and knowledge of climate change may actually 
be a form of grieving (Zizek 2010 ); others have argued (in the context 
of water contamination) that fear “can cause people to become 
disengaged from important local issues …This defense can undermine 
local participation in community issues and constitute a significant 
roadblock to generating effective and sustained water governance.” 
(Cote et al 2017). Psychologists studying climate change denial point 
out that the increased perception of death-risk that ‘risk society’ (which 
is no longer centred upon the vision of unending progress and instead 
focuses on adaptation to human-made risks) (Beck 1995; Giddens 
1990) allows may actually activate ‘distal defenses’ which keep death 
thoughts unconscious  -- and one form they take is of bolstering the 
existing world-view even when it is not sustainable in plain view 
(Dickinson 2009). In our interviews at Eloor, we were struck by the fact 
that elected members almost never volunteered to broach the topic 
of pollution until we suggested it explicitly to them; there was much 
diffidence about speaking of it. From our data, it appears that both the 
‘proximal’ and ‘distal’ defenses that Dickinson talks about seem to be at 
work at Eloor.

Of course, there is much in our data that may be read as ignorance; 
it also contains very many allegations of corruption, and more 
importantly, the power of the reigning force in Eloor, the trade unions, 
to silence dissenters by making their everyday lives impossible. The 
latter seems especially plausible – for example, if one examines the life-
experiences of leading environmental activists there. Interviews with 
these activists are full of references to the intense social ostracism and 
persistent defamation they have had to suffer – apart from the hostile 
actions of the industry and the state1. Indifference to the rampant 
violation of the environment at Eloor may well then be a result of 
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plain fear and powerlessness, and/or ignorance. But the question that 
interests us is about the indifference of not ordinary citizens; rather, it 
is about the indifference/denial evident in the interviews with elected 
representatives constituting the local government, who, it is clear from 
the interviews, do not deny the reality of pollution, the laxity of the 
industry, and the weaknesses of state watchdog agencies, especially 
the Kerala State Pollution Control Board (KSPCB).It is important to 
take seriously the possibility that such responses need not always 
mean irresponsible greed, power-hunger, or laxity on the part of the 
elected members. They may well be psychological defenses against 
the relentless destruction of nature that Eloor has witnessed over many 
decades by now.

Ernest Becker, whose ideas about death anxiety are now highly 
influential, maintained that human awareness of mortality, conscious 
or unconscious, is of vital significance to human behavior; it is now 
widely acknowledged that fear, anxiety, and other such feelings about 
mortality can generate motivated cognition (Becker 1973; Pham 2007; 
Abeyta et al 2014; Wolfe and Brooks 2016). According to Becker, human 
beings, being able to imagine the future and with clear awareness 
of their own mortality, repress death-thoughts by pushing them out 
of consciousness and creating a mythical and culturally-, socially-
informed reality, which is what provides them a context for self-
esteem (Becker 1973; Cote et al 2017). Death thoughts may be either 
proximal (accessible to the conscious mind) or distal (inaccessible to 
the conscious mind)(Pyszczynski et al. 1999) and the psychological 
defenses – which are endogenous drivers which manage death 
thoughts and control death anxiety – with which we deal with them 
differ. When death thoughts are proximal, we tend to distance, displace, 
or distract them; when they are distal, existing worldview defenses 
such as our individual and group identities, are further fortified, as also 
those which intensify out-group antagonism, which creates us-or-them 
responses (Solomon et al 2004; Pyszczynski et al. 2015).Importantly, 
such defenses often give rise to counter-intuitive responses, such as 
indifference to burgeoning pollution.

Of these, the latter kind of defenses, i.e. against distal fear of mortality, 
is quite conspicuous in the interviews with elected members. It is 
striking to note that while activists seem to be keen to avoid precisely 
an us-or-them response in their interviews, leading members of the 
Municipal Council, even when they acknowledge that environmental 
activists have raised important issues, tend to rely on an us-or-them 
framework to describe their mutual relations. Activists repeatedly say 
that they are not anti-industry and that they would vehemently oppose 
an industry-free Eloor – that, they stress, is quite different from their 
goal of pollution-free Eloor2. In stark contrast, leaders of the Municipal 
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Council portray them as essentially development-obstructers, 
unapologetically anti-development, and importantly, anti-Eloor – 
implying that they are traitors conniving with ‘outsiders’ to obstruct 
growth here3. Even as they acknowledge the role of activist struggles in 
bringing to light serious issues, the latter are cast as irrationally biased 
against ‘development’ – which is how they describe large industrial and 
infrastructural expansion. To quote one of them: “ All these [pollution 
monitoring] mechanisms are in place because of them too [this 
elected member claimed that it was the inspection of industries by the 
Municipality that led to them installing pollution control mechanisms], 
this we are ready to say. But they are on strike for everything. Don’t 
want industry, don’t want technology, don’t want space technology, 
don’t want the Metro, don’t want rockets, don’t want trains … and they 
won’t work in the fields … won’t plant even a sapling!”  It seems evident 
from such statements that existing worldviews are being bolstered, and 
‘outsiders’, against who antagonisms can be directed, are being set up.

However, defenses against proximal threat-perceptions are abundant. 
The sociological literature on denial now stresses that it is related 
not just to the lack of information or the manipulations of corporate 
media – rather, these are the background for socially-organized denial. 
Cohen (2001) calls this ‘implicatory denial’ in which information is not 
minimized, but “the psychological, political, or moral implications that 
conventionally follow.” (quoted in Norgaard 2006: 352). This means 
that insights from information are not integrated into daily life – we 
merely distance, displace, or distract ourselves from the perception 
of the threat. For example, our interviews from the elected members 
of the Eloor Municipality seemed to belong to a ‘thought-community’ 
which provided the cultural and political norms to hold disturbing 
pieces of information at a safe distance (Zerubavel 2006). For instance, 
an elected member who set himself firmly against the activists’ alleged 
lack of responsibility to Eloor, but also did not deny the completely 
irresponsible behavior of a certain large industrial polluter as he had 
himself discovered the pollution, took great pains to appear ‘objective’ 
as he referred to it: “Now see … this xxxx, which is well-known to be a 
massive polluter … is believed to be one … that is, I tell you here that it 
is the major polluter, and you go out and tell another person next door 
that it is the major polluter, but we don’t really know if it is … But still, it 
was discharging enormous quantities of acid into the river…”  Implied 
in this is the ostensible ‘neutrality’ of the Municipality, which provides 
the frame into which he trims and fits the implications of his own direct 
experience of discovering the company’s highly destructive poisoning 
of the river.

Below, we outline some of the most common defenses activated in the 
interviews with elected members at Eloor.
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‘We are Not Responsible, Others are.’
Very frequently, leaders of the local government emphasized that 
they were not responsible for keeping the area pollution-free, thereby 
distancing themselves from the problem without really claiming 
that it was false. The Kerala State Pollution Control Board, they held, 
was the responsible agency. “In 2010, we inspected all these units 
and that’s when the mechanisms were put in place,” said a leader, 
“however, we don’t know if they are properly used. That is the job of 
the KSPCB to find out.” Implicit in this is an idea of local governance 
that omits industry from the stake-holders who are obliged to 
participate responsibly in the business of governing the local. Indeed, 
the interviewees seem to concede that industry is in some ways 
beyond the purview of local government and that it needs to be 
scrutinized and disciplined by higher powers, the KSPCB, the state or 
central governments. Secondly, statements made by leaders of the 
local government sometimes hint at a moral reluctance to criticize 
industry, implying that any criticism of this fount of local prosperity can 
only be damaging criticism. Narrating an event where he was invited 
to speak of the ways in which a certain large factory at Eloor could 
benefit the local people, an elected member said, “When my turn to 
speak came, I said, the company must expand. Won’t that cause more 
environmental problems, some asked. I said, that’s secondary. First 
comes food, and that comes from employment. For that, the company 
must expand.” Thirdly, instead of the local government imagined as the 
force mobilizing local energies for democratic governance, here there 
is a fragmentation of responsibility not just of preventing (as is clear 
above) but even of alleviating suffering. All of the elected members 
interviewed revealed that the Municipality did not feel the need to 
innovate its welfare programmes to include chronically-ill pollution-
sufferers – until very recently, when a scheme to compensate the 
medical expenses of cancer patients was introduced. In other words, 
the imagination of local government that underlies such denial-
through-distancing as above hardly conforms to the ideal of local 
democracy through local governance: rather, it appears to be just the 
lowest tier of a bureaucratic structure managing suffering. This brings 
to mind the observation that Kleinsmann, Das, and Lock (1996: xix) 
make about the management of social suffering: “…the phenomena 
of suffering as an experiential doman of everyday social life has been 
splintered off into measurable attributes. These attributes are then 
managed by bureaucratic institutions and expert cultures that reify 
the fragmentation while casting a veil of misrecognition over the 
whole.” Fourthly, the fact that the river pollution happens all along the 
bank, almost from its point of origin, something emphasized by the 
activists too, is deployed here to distance the Municipality from the 
problem and absolve it from taking responsibility. “We can operate 
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only within our boundaries,” asserted a leader. “The industries here do 
not pollute anymore.4 Those in Edayar continue to discharge effluents 
. The panchayath there has to act on it, we can’t do anything. In fact, 
right from the tea plantations in the highlands where insecticides are 
sprayed … they flow into the river and all of it reaches Eloor, which is at 
the very end of the river … there’s no point in taking it out on us where 
all this accumulates … So if you can coolly drink tea sprayed with 
pesticides, then why just blame us …?” 5

This implies an understanding of local governance which treats local 
governments as essentially devoted not so much to democratic 
mobilization to raise issues and pressurize higher authorities to act, 
as problem-solving units that act within specified boundaries. It is 
true that as a technical problem, pollution at Eloor can be solved 
permanently  only by acting simultaneously to curb pollution all along 
the river (besides attending to local aggravations/complications at 
Eloor); however, as a political problem, it needs to be taken up by local 
democracy, which must begin at points where pollution happens to be 
particularly intense. By displacing the political nature of the problem 
with a technical reading of it, the elected members of the Municipality 
distances themselves from their democratic responsibility.

‘The Future is More Important’:  
The Economy of Anticipation
More frequently than the above strategy, the tendency to treat the 
future as more real than the present appeared in our interviews 
with elected members. Almost without exception, they spoke 
about the future of Eloor as unfolding totally unimpaired by the 
devastated environmental and health situation there. Asked about 
how they imagined the future of Eloor they inevitably spoke of  the 
place turning into a key node connecting the Kochi airport and the 
Container Terminal – the interior of the commercial area to its port. 
In other words, people are absent in this imagination, and when they 
are present, they are imagined as mobile. Thus one of the members 
interviewed remarked that he imagined Eloor as possessing excellent 
transport infrastructure, and as inhabited by people who worked in the 
metropolis living here in rented accommodation. Eloor, then, would be 
a fully commercialized space, and in that case, all attempts at place-
making by locals would have been given up by then. 

Elected members also participate through this defense in what 
Jamie Cross calls the ‘economy of anticipation’ (2015). As he points 
out, “judgements about the future that appear to be based on 
careful calculation of risk are inseparable from the play of whims and 
sentiments.” (p.425 ) The ‘economy of anticipation bets on the future, 
but it also makes it possible to weave together very divergent dreams 
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about the future and not just those of investors and industrialists. 
Indeed, it also allows for the people affected to speculate about the 
future, “creating arenas in which diverse modes of speculation are 
brought together in generative engagement.” (p.425)6. Another elected 
member imagined a future in which the large industries of Eloor which 
now hold the larger share of land resources there would have to give 
them up to the local government, which could then utilize them to 
participate in the ‘exuberant dreams of private accumulation’ (Cross 
2015: 426) characterisitic of India under liberalization. Anticipating 
high demand for land at Eloor lying midway between the Kochi airport 
and the Container Terminal, he remarked that so many non-polluting 
enterprises would nest there, “…we could give them hundred acres … 
some people want hospitals like KIMS and MIMS [large private sector 
hospitals] … we could hand over a two-hundred acre plot … cut it out 
like a piece of halwa…” This statement turns land into nothing but an 
entirely consumable, indeed delectable, dead resource unmarked by 
any local claims. Interestingly, activists too imagine the future of Eloor 
as predominantly industrial, but see it as conditional on cleaning up 
pollution entirely and acknowledging local people as central to the 
dream of the new industrial future.7

‘That was mostly in the past’
The most common response – the initial response to the question 
about river and water-body pollution in Eloor – from interviewed 
elected members was one that placed it firmly in the past. This of 
course goes against a very large number of scientific reports that 
indicate that river pollution is very much a thing of the present, 
an ongoing, uncontrolled menace.8 Interviews with local residents 
revealed that they perceive air pollution to be very much present 
even though less than in earlier times.With the exception of one, they 
claimed that pollution at Eloor was largely air pollution which caused 
serious respiratory morbidity, but that was now a thing of the past:  
“There was a time [in the 1970s] when Eloor used to see such smog … 
fumes from factories in the daytime that vehicles could run only with 
their headlights switched on … that was when we had respiratory 
problems.” Some did not deny it but claimed that it was no longer 
Eloor’s problem since “the smokestacks of the factories have all been 
raised very high, and so the smoke is now blown far away from Eloor … 
only when the wind turns occasionally do we have to suffer it.”

Norgaard(2006) calls this ‘perspectival selectivity’, which prompts 
people to “manage unpleasant emotions by searching for and 
repeatedly telling stories of others who are worse off than them.” 
(p.358). In this case, the relatively-worse-off are identified as either in 
the past or in the surrounding areas.
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‘The Body Will Adapt’
Some interviewed elected members seemed to rely on a certain 
boundless optimism regarding the human body’s potential to adapt 
to adverse circumstances. “I have not had respiratory problems,” said 
one of them, “but my husband had severe asthma since he married 
me and we moved here. But after living here all these years, he seems 
better. You fall ill here when you aren’t used to it. Once you get used, 
it is okay.” It appears that this mode of distraction is quite common 
in Eloor; in our interview with the Greenpeace river-keeper Jose, he 
remarked that people here tend to think that they have weathered 
the worst. “They identify pollution with the smog, and now that’s gone 
for most, they ask, ok, so haven’t we survived the worst? There was so 
much smog here – did we not outlive it? Now there is much less, what 
harm can it do to us now?” Jose pointed out that the implications of 
comparative data on health seemed to be ignored by locals. “They 
think thus because they haven’t not seen the world outside … they 
may go to other places like tourists, but they have no sense at all of 
what all is happening there.”  Some of these arguments are superficially 
reminiscent of certain forms of post-constructionism that emphasize 
heterogeneity and hybridity – new network identities emerging as 
humans and non-humans exchange properties and are all modified 
(Murdoch 2003). Yet what is being asserted is not the interdependence 
of humans and non-humans; nor is it conceded that non-human forces 
are actants; the point they claim is that in the long run, the human 
body is resilient enough to remain unaffected by the pollution. This 
claim is often bolstered with advances in medical technology. Indeed, 
this seems actually closer to  ‘immortality ideologies’ - which combine 
technology and materialism, and foretell a new life that can survive a 
warmed earth, through technoscience (Coenen 2014). In the interviews 
it seems to follow on the heels of investment in the ‘economy of 
anticipation’ discussed above. While the visions about the future of 
Eloor among activists and elected members are strikingly similar, there 
are key differences – first, as mentioned above, the presence or absence 
of local people as central to the future is one of them, and secondly, 
they imagine technology differently. For the activists, technology is a 
vital resource and instrument for pollution control while for the elected 
members, it is often a guarantee of humanity’s heroic immortality that 
triumphs over all other life.

‘But We Keep the Place Clean’
Another immediate response to the question about the Municipality’s 
possible role in ending pollution at Eloor was the repeated reference 
to the role it played in collecting and disposing solid waste on the 
island. Almost all members interviewed interpreted ‘pollution’ as 
solid-waste dumping on land and water. And so much detail about 
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the Muncipality’s effort to install aerobic bins and collect and shred 
plastic was offered in each interview. This displacement allowed them 
to highlight the Municipality’s other successes as well. “We altered the 
rules and inserted a sub-clause in the waste-collection rules. From 
charging a fine of rupees fifty, we now have hefty fines. Those who 
dump waste on the roads must pay rupees two thousand, those who 
do it in the canals pay rupees five thousand, and those who dump it in 
the river must pay rupees ten thousand! There are cameras everywhere 
and we do catch very many violators. In fact, salaried for our health 
department staff are now easily generated through these fines!” This 
renders invisible the fact that large-scale chemical polluters escape too 
readily.  Members do make an effort to show that they are committed 
to clean energy and ‘environmental modernisation’ (Beck et al  ) even as 
they remain silent about the large-scale industry at Eloor, the actions 
of which seem to be actively at work to render precisely ‘environmental 
modernisation’ impossible. Speaking of the water metro planned with 
Eloor as a terminus, a leader said, “the middle-class here are still stuck 
with development as expanding roads. We want to install a bicycle 
station next to the water metro station with a coin stand. People here 
were surprised! They were expecting an auto stand there. We surely are 
not for more roads here.”

These defenses are definitely not limited to the specifically-local at 
Eloor; researchers have identified similar responses in many other 
locations across the globe (Norgaard 2006; Cote et al 2017; Cross 
2015; Dunlap 1998).  Nor are they related always to greed and lack of 
empathy. In Eloor, the interviews with elected members show a pattern 
of moving back and forth between acknowledging river pollution 
as a reality ongoing at Eloor and minimizing it through the various 
defenses outlined above. It also reveals a certain understanding of local 
governance that often strays too far from the commitments of local 
democracy, and commingles with the flagrant neoliberal ‘economy of 
anticipation’ that facilitated global capitalist financial flows too readily. 
These two aspects also seem to be closely related as well. However, 
there remains the question of what the anxiety is really built around: 
is it the loss of nature through environmental destruction at Eloor that 
triggers them?

II
While the discussions in environmental psychology  do generate 
much sense about processes underlying the indifference to/
denial of environmental destruction at Eloor that are not confined 
to the local, local history, especially of the spatial transformation 
of Eloor in the course of the twentieth century, may be of crucial 
importance in providing a fuller understanding of these responses. 



58

W
hy

 D
o 

Pe
op

le
 D

en
y 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l D
es

tr
uc

tio
n?

  
Th

e 
Po

llu
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

Pe
riy

ar
 a

t E
lo

or
, a

nd
 L

oc
al

-le
ve

l R
es

po
ns

es

PHOTO ESSAY, ELOOR

It is important to take seriously the fact that during the heyday of 
Nehruvian industrialism, the rural island of Eloor was quite powerfully 
deterrorialized  and reterritorialized as Udyogamandal – by which 
it came to represent modernist national space within the region of 
Kerala9. 

Eloor is an island surrounded by Edamalayaar and Muttaar, two 
branches of the river Periyar and the Varapuzha lake. It has been 
associated with large-scale industry since at least the 1940s, as a 
favoured location besides a river that once flowed powerfully, and 
was hence capable of carrying wood-fuel downstream to power large 
plants; besides, population density here was low (Ligori 2017: 80). 
Nearly 41 per cent of Eloor was paddy land, nearly 20 per cent garden 
land, and some 12 per cent consisted of homesteads. Nearly 30 per 
cent was uninhabited (Eloor Panchayath 1996: 15).

Before, the island was under Malayala Brahmin and elite Muslim 
landlords (who reportedly, were Brahmins who were converted forcibly 
by Tipu Sultan in the late 18th century in Malabar), a pattern shared 
by the mainland of Travancore. The geographical markers of Eloor 
in the earlier time were the major temples, and the Catholic church, 
established by Italian priests, and it appears that the early roads built 
connected these to the mainland (Panchayat Development Report 
1996: 3). The earliest modern dispensary and school there were 
established by the Catholic missionaries. Christians in the area took to 
relatively newer trades such as woodwork and carpentry by the 19th 
century (ibid. : 4).  The area called Kottakkunnu was occupied by the 
Travancore army. These are features shared by other coastal regions in 
the area; in that sense, Eloor exhibited more similarity than difference 
with the rest of the region.

However, the late 1930s marked the beginning of large-scale 
industrialization at Eloor, with the Fertilizers and Chemicals Travancore 
(FACT) beginning production by 1947; the earliest factory there was the 
Aluminium plant that was set up by 1939 at Kuttikkaattukara in Eloor. 
By 1944, the place came to renamed ‘Udyogamandal’ or ‘The Domain 
of Industry’ – apparently, the name given to the new post office set up 
there when the construction work for the FACT began in 1944 (Nair 
1987: 436).This transformation was propelled by utterly non-local 
factors: the generation of hydro-electric power at Pallivasal in 1940, 
the convulsions of World War II which brought into relief the need 
for national food security (Pothen 1994: 28). The post-independence 
period saw the acceleration of large-scale industry, particularly, 
chemical industries: the Travancore Cochin Chemicals (TCC) was started 
in 1950 at Udyogamandal, Binani Zinc in 1950, Indian Rare Earths 
Limited (IRE) in 1951 and the Hindustan Insecticides Limited (HIL) in 
1954. FACT saw considerable expansion through the 1950s and 60s 
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(Nair 1987) and soon most of the land in Eloor came to be owned and 
managed by these industries. In 1957, FACT obtained 450 acres of river-
side land and built roads, electric and water connections, and other 
facilities there. The expansion of FACT continued through the 1960s 
(Nair 1978), and of other industries as well. By 2005, there were around 
300 factories in this 11.21 square-kilometre island.

The changes that this brought about significantly altered the spatial 
and ecological features of Eloor, effectively undermining the pre-
existing environment and sense of spatiality.  First, it began to alter 
the spatial sense of Eloor as an island, i.e. of being a place surrounded 
by water and deeply shaped by it. The first bridge to the mainland, 
the one that connects Eloor with Kalamassery, was built after the first 
spurt of industrialization in 1955; now eleven bridges connect it to 
the mainland, effectively eliminating the need for water transport. 
These processes have only accelerated recently: the roads which ran 
through factory compounds were largely inaccessible to the public, 
and boundary walls protected the premises keeping away any local 
scrutiny. The roads too were occupied by vehicles transporting 
materials from and to the factories, so much so that in the Panchayat 
Development Report, a major demand that people raised in the 
GramaSabhas was ending the hogging of road space by lorries carrying 
materials for the companies (Panchayat Development Report 1996: 
). Now, the new road to the Vallarpadan Container Terminal Port runs 
right through Eloor, and it remains largely outside the control of the 
local government. “The Container Terminal road runs right through 
here, but we have no control over it,” said a former leader of the 
Municipality. “The National Highway Authority (NHA) has not installed 
street lights or CCTV cameras so waste dumping is very common and 
we can’t catch the culprits who drive here from somewhere. So we 
decided that we will do some vegetable farming on both sides of the 
road... then we got a letter from the NHA accusing us of encroaching 
on their land! And it ended there. That place is a nightmare. It could 
be very unsafe – they park containers there illegally and the whole 
places so dark with no streetlights, and what if a young girl is dragged 
there? ... Everywhere else, there are service roads; here too there 
are, but their entry points have not been constructed, so there is no 
access.” In general, interviewees, both activists and elected members, 
pointed out that since the 1940s, Eloor has always been a place where 
industrial interests – of capital and labour – have dominated, and 
indeed successfully suppressed all other voices. This they related to 
the manner in which large-scale industry was enabled to acquire 
and control the key resource of land. It is also evident that besides 
controlling very large chunks of land at Eloor, industry also transformed 
the spatial and ecological characteristics of the place. Agricultural areas 
shrunk to near-non-existence; free access to the wild areas disappeared 
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and public scrutiny of those areas was rendered completely impossible; 
everyday use of water bodies, including the public bathing-ghats in the 
river gradually became impossible. Evidence is oncontrovertible for the 
longstanding control of large-scale industries of resources at Eloor, and 
more importantly, their status as the primary agency effecting spatial 
and ecological change.

Secondly, the industrial area has expanded continuously, building 
over many pre-existing water channels, canals, ponds, and other water 
bodies after the 1940s. By 1996, when the Eloor Village Panchayat 
prepared its report, water scarcity was rampant in many parts of 
Eloor and participants in the GramaSabhas pointed to several such 
changes which affected water availability in the panchayat (Panchayat 
Development Report 1996).  Thirdly, industrial pollution came to be a 
recognized reality from the 1960s – initially, this was air-pollution, but 
by the 1960s, land and water pollution increased and the first public 
protests began in 1971.This only worsened in the course of years10. 
In our interview with seventy-year-old Kumaran Asan who has been 
a resident of Eloor since fifty-five years, he recalled how the gypsum 
released from the FACT flowed into the fields, ponds, and low-lying 
areas, decimating agriculture there. “Agriculture became impossible,” 
he said. “But we still did not know that the gypsum was harmful. 
Many would carry it away to use it for their house construction etc.” 
After a major fish-kill in the river in 1971, M K Kunjappan, the first 
environmental activist there and presently a elected member of the 
Municipality, put up a signboard at Eloor Junction which said ‘Welcome 
to the Eloor Gas Chamber’ (John and Varier 1917). Air pollution was so 
dense, one of the elected members interviewed recalled, “It could be 
really dark during the day, and buses and other vehicles would have 
to switch on their headlights.” However, though Eloor lies very close 
to the city of Kochi, people there remained less affected because, as a 
researcher points out, “the dominant winds directed to the east save 
the dwellers of Cochin city from the hazards of air pollution “ (Antony 
1987: 90) – one reason, perhaps, why the struggle against pollution 
at Eloor has stayed so localized, and why the district authorities have 
remained largely apathetic to it (as leaders of the Eloor Municipality 
repeatedly complained). River pollution became intense whenever 
the flow in the river slackened and saline intrusion occurred – as 
in 1982, and the problem would worsen later with measures like 
the construction of the bund at Pathaalam (ibid. : 92-3), with which 
groundwater pollution levels shot up alarmingly (KSPCB 1982). The 
history of Eloor since then has been a series of alarming incidents of 
environmental violation and damage which continues right into the 
present (described in Chapter 1). In other words, there is a very long 
history of impunity enjoyed by the factories that pollute the river, 
despite very many reports by government agencies such as the KSPCB 
and researchers.
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Thirdly, the coming of industry to Eloor altered the population there, 
and indeed opened up new avenues for work and income for many. 
From being a sparsely-populated island, it became a centre of industry 
thriving with workers employed in the factories and a great many 
people who derived indirect incomes from the prosperity there. 
“There used to be 12,000 workers at FACT alone,” recalled a Municipal 
leader, a native of Eloor. “As crowded as Kochi’s Marine Drive it would 
be, when the workday ended. You couldn’t ride even a bicycle there.” 
Interviewees recalled the heyday of FACT as a time when workers there 
were elevated to middle-class status, with access not just to good 
housing, healthcare, education, and other basic facilities but also to 
aesthetic culturing promoted by the dynamic MKK Nair who headed 
FACT during the 1960s. “These were mostly opportunities for outsiders,” 
said a senior activist who is native to Eloor. “Local folk did not benefit a 
lot, and work inside the factories paid less than what could be earned 
outside, some of it, work for the factories.” However, it is clear that these 
opportunities are remembered with much nostalgia by both activists 
and elected members; the reverence for MKK Nair and his work is 
universal. “I came to Eloor as a fifteen-year-old orphan with nothing 
but a bidi-roller’s knife … it is this place that made me grow as a trader,” 
recalled Kumaran Asan. Even as he is critical of pollution, Asan insists 
that he is not against industry precisely because it is industrial growth 
that gave him upward mobility in life. Nevertheless, an element of 
force seems to have also been at work. “Our lands were no longer fit for 
farming,” recalled an activist, “so we all sought work in or around the 
factories. We still are hugely dependent. There is no other work here 
except that from the factories and that too as temporary workers or 
contractors.” 

Slowly, large industry emerged as the sole provider of work, erasing 
all other occupations and skills. “People in my ward are Latin Catholics 
who were skilled wood workers,” said an elected representative. “That 
generation was beginning to die out then, or migrate elsewhere. 
Companies began to buy up land then and people began to work in 
different capacities in and around the companies.” This proved to be an 
ongoing process: “And now, people work there as contract workers, and 
masonry and other work is done by migrant workers from Bengal etc. 
There are so many people here who are either impermanent residents, 
or very new immigrants from the Kochi area. Both groups don’t get 
involved in EloorMunicipality’s activities but are dependent on the 
companies directly or indirectly. There is an inflow of immigrants, 
essentially people from Kochi who have got some big money for 
their land and are moving out because land here comes cheaper…
People born and raised here are moving out too since land in Paravur 
or somewhere further away from the city is cheaper. And companies’ 
presence is important for even auto drivers here.”
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This history clearly is one of the creeping material control by large-
scale industry over what was a largely agricultural and rural island over 
the decades – key resources like land, infrastructure including roads 
and other facilities came to be set up and controlled by them; they 
emerged as the chief provider of employment; and the thriving market 
economy at Eloor depended heavily on the industries there. However, 
it may not be off the mark to argue that the denial of/indifference to 
the enormous pollution they cause may not be related only to control, 
but also, perhaps more strongly, to reterritorialization of Eloor by 
nationalist-developmentalist large-scale industry: the imagination of 
Eloor as ‘Udyogamandal’, the space of nation-building, which produced 
fertilizers and other chemical products necessary for the nation’s food 
security, particularly in the decades of the 1950s and 60s in which India 
faced wars and severe droughts. 

The central figure in this discourse was no doubt the charismatic 
Director of FACT, the bureaucrat and aesthete M K K Nair, who 
was responsible for the expansion of FACT at Udyogamandal and 
Ambalamedu, and setting up the FACT Township, which was admired 
at that time as the most modern space imaginable in Kerala, one that 
transcended the region yet retained and fostered local high-culture. 
MKK Nair set up numerous schools, the FACT hospital and cultural 
centre; he was a known patron of Kerala’s much-revered dance-drama, 
Kathakali.11 He continues to draw admirers despite after a long, trying 
period in which he faced allegations of corruption12. Under him, Eloor – 
more specifically, the FACT Township which soon displaced it – became 
a heterotopia of Indian national industry.13

In the memories of our interviewees and in other accounts, the FACT 
Township is the object of intense nostalgic longing. It represents 
order, hierarchy, productivity, and modern aesthetic culturing. Most 
elected members are closely related to the Township – many were 
once resident there in the workers’ housing; their fathers or other 
male relatives were workers in the FACT. Many interviewees described 
the place intimately and longingly – its wide, well-paved roads, the 
blooming gulmohar trees by the side, the sports facilities, the many 
classes of neat, well-kept housing, the library and cultural centre, the 
many cultural programmes, the movie theatre and the market. They 
remembered how the land around the houses of senior managers was 
farmed and the produce was shared, and contrasted it to the totally 
abandoned state of the Township now. The hierarchy that represented 
stability and order is gone now: “Earlier the Township had its own 
levels and hierarchies. For example, as children of workers, we used 
to dream of visiting the bunglows of the officers, they looked straight 
out of the movies! Now anyone can rent them out, any worker. The 
demand for housing inside the township has come down, drastically.” It 
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was a space not just of productivity for the nation, but also of genteel 
intellectualism and high Indian culture: “I remember, at a time when we 
had to go to Coimbatore to get spare parts for our scooters, there used 
to be car that came every single day to Eloor carrying copies of the 
Hindu newspaper for the officers – this was the only place anywhere 
in Kerala which read English papers regularly.” Others remembered 
how MKK Nair’s schools taught the elite ICSC syllabi, with English 
as the medium of instruction – “.. during those days, when it was so 
rare!” There is nothing to be so much in awe of, really – many senior 
managers and engineers at FACT were non-Malayalees who were 
temporarily in Kerala and part of the Indian technical elite who needed 
English medium schooling for their children and national-level syllabi, 
yet the wonder persists deep in local people’s imagination, of the 
man who wrought a space of Nehruvian nationalist-developmentalist 
industry with all its attendant promises of modernity to Eloor. MKK Nair 
remains a father-figure, referred to repeatedly as the ‘maker’ or ‘founder’ 
of Udyogamandal.

Nature is present and preserved in this heterotopia either as a 
productive resource or as a beautiful foil to productive industry. Many 
remembered how well-cultivated the premises of FACT housing used 
to be …” so much farming …. tapioca, all sorts of vegetables … around 
the senior managers’ houses …” contrasted to today’s state of disrepair. 
Others remembered the abundant flowering trees and shrubs. 
Preserving nature thus was perceived as part of MKK Nair’s ‘style’ as 
industry-builder. In his preface to Nair’s autobiography, the leading 
journalist Jayachandran Nair waxes eloquent about the factory at 
Ambalamukal, remarking that it does not even appear to be a factory: 
“One can go around Ambalamukal suspecting that it is a vacation 
resort. The lush thickets besides the tarred roads. Through the middle 
of it, the lake glinting in the sunlight. On its banks, houses with tiled 
roofs. Only after you have made a round of these will you be able to 
spot the fertilizer factory and its office.  …It was MKK Nair who set up 
this factory that rests in the bosom of naturewithout harming it.” (Nair 
1987: 10-11). According to the KSPCB’s action plan for the Greater Kochi 
area (2010), there are 83 Red-Category industries there, out of which 
79 fall in the three areas of Eloor, Edayar, and Ambalamugal (KSPCB 
2010). Clearly, the mere presence of lush greenery says nothing of the 
intensity of pollution, yet the illusion persists.

It is important to note that nostalgia among our interviewees, even 
among some of the activists, was not for lost nature, but for the lost 
heterotopia of Udyogamandal. It was described as a ‘graveyard of 
industries’ in the present, or as ‘an abandoned cemetery’ or ‘a crumbling 
old naalukettu’ [an aristocratic homestead].The losses suffered by the 
FACT were taking a toll on its maintenance. The industrial community 
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that had thrived there is dissipating: “even after repeated notices to the 
Township to clean up the land they hold of waste and overgrowth, they 
did not do anything. The present Chairperson represents the Township 
ward, and she can’t let things lie, so we are now cleaning up the place 
for them!! Also, the culture in FACT has changed, so there is no sense 
of belonging. People come from all over for temporary work, and they 
leave.”New developments were tearing it apart . As an elected member 
lamented, “…the Township is now cleaved in two, so sad, Madam! 
Now the Vallarpadam Container Terminal road cuts straight through it. 
Remember how the avenue used to be lined with the gulmohars? That 
beautiful place, so modern, such facilities it had, is gone.”The thriving 
bustle of the factory gate and the commercial activity it supported are 
actively missed. “Earlier, the FACT junction was so crowded at six in the 
evening, you couldn’t roll out even a bicycle there. Now, if you walk 
there at six, there’ll be nobody behind you but wild creatures, foxes 
perhaps [that is indeed an exaggeration] … all the autorickshaw driver 
leave by 6 30. The shops also shut by then. It is really so gloomy …” 
The decline of the FACT Township as a special place is lamented: “the 
culture in FACT has changed, so there is no sense of belonging. People 
come from all over for temporary work, and they leave. The sense of the 
Township as a special place, as separate from the municipal ward, is all 
gone …” However, Eloor’s decline after liberalization in the 1990s has 
not reduced reverence for M K K Nair; one of our interviewees swore on 
his autobiography, assuring us that he had read it “at least ten times.” 

In short, nostalgia for nature at Eloor seems to be a thing long past; 
it is nostalgia for a lost industrial heterotopia that predominates in 
narratives there. Many elected members come from families  that 
migrated into Eloor and that had a very long dependent association 
with the large industries there; many grew up in the FACT Township; 
many elected members have close kin who work in the factories. In 
their narratives, those who protest against environmental pollution 
are implicitly accused of being disloyal to this shared sense of loss, 
and of defaming this cherished space. “I don’t know who put it there, 
but even the website on Eloor opens with the statement that it is one 
the world’s worst toxic hotspots! After that, who’ll come down here for 
anything?” There is a palpable urge in the statements of many elected 
members (as was shown in the preceding section) to project pollution 
as a thing of the past, something that has already been resolved, 
even as they fully admit that it is indeed a continuing reality in the 
present.And it is also not surprising perhaps that the interviews with 
activists almost inevitably revealed that most of them were native to 
Eloor and were either peripheral to or excluded from the heterotopia 
of Udyogamandal. M K Kunjappan, for instance, was a dalit farmer 
who worked as a security guard in a factory when farming became 
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impossible. Most of them are nostalgic for nature at Eloor, what was lost 
when the Udyogamandal expanded over their rural home14. 

Rarely, elected members reveal nostalgia for nature: “When my mother 
came to Eloor as a young bride,” said one of then, the sand bars in the 
river were so numerous, she could walk right across it. My father used 
to catch the nanku fish which was so abundant, you just needed a 
umbrella-wire.” But the solutions they propose to solve this issue run 
completely counter to their own repeated claim that the pollution 
problem can be tackled only by focusing on the whole stretch of the 
river. “Let’s use a jet pump to flush out the entire river. Even the areas 
now overgrown with weeds and algae. Say, ten pumps, flushing out 
everything, from the very river bed and pushing it all out into the sea. 
Then this part, near Eloor, would at least stay clean.” 

The local history of Eloor, then, points to the formation of an ecological 
habitus there in the twentieth century, persisting into the present, even 
after the context of Nehruvian development is long gone15. The gradual 
loss of the conditions of existence from which this habitus developed 
seems to be related to the various psychological defenses activated, 
that lead many elected members to posit an impassable divide 
between them and environmental activists.

Finally, an observation made by one of the interviewed activists to 
describe the indifference to/denial of environmental destruction at 
Eloor merits attention. “It is like a family which gets used to domestic 
violence … just because they see it every single day, it looks normal 
… like some wives who feel strange if they don’t get a daily beating 
…”  This comparison with an intimate space, the family, which is 
nevertheless structured by hierarchical power relations, is indeed 
revealing of the heavy dependence, material and emotional, many local 
people have with the paternalistic-national-developmental-industry at 
Eloor. Like the family, it is indeed structured by power and the rule of 
the  father, and so abuse gets readily normalized and even accepted as 
necessary to intimacy. Not surprisingly, the loss of paternal presence, 
order, and hierarchy appear in the nostalgic recollections of many 
elected members. And it is no surprise too that the new managers who 
refuse to hand over land resources to the Municipality are described as 
“hanging on to it all, like stubborn old karanavars” [patriarchs of feudal 
joint-families, against who younger members fought long and hard for 
property in early twentieth-century Kerala]. In some ways, nostalgia 
for modern-fatherly industry at Eloor serves the same function as 
anticipation: it serves to deal with the powerlessness of the present, 
which seems characteristic of local government at Eloor.

III

A very striking, indeed alarming, observation that we made through 
our interviews was about the sense of isolation, despondency, even 
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betrayal by local people, shared by leading activists at Eloor. They 
felt that despite the fact that the local struggle against pollution 
they initiated had successfully crossed the local and indeed reached 
national and global forums, they were still treated with much disdain 
and distrust, as traitors, to Eloor. One of them, closely associated with 
Greenpeace, spoke of the allegations he faced, about the salary he 
drew and of supplying information to the CIA. Another spoke of how 
people behaved like rational agents, unable to build bonds of trust and 
mutual care, so much so that he was now only marginally an activist. 
The struggle seems to be plagued with deep internal disagreements, 
and unable to combat persistent misrepresentations of its positions. 
In a way, the struggle there seems a significant success – in that it has 
firmly put the issue of pollution in the consideration of development 
there. The Eloor Municipality, for example, opposed the Kochi Master 
Plan, especially the industrial zoning plant, pointing out that more 
chemical industries were not viable in Eloor, claim the Municipal 
leaders interviewed. It also saw considerable success in garnering 
public support in the years after 1999 bringing even leading trade 
unionists against the KSPCB’s failure to check pollution (Suchitra 2007). 
Yet it is also a failure, from the activists’ own perspective, as it does not 
seem to have been successful in transforming attitudes towards the 
environment and development at the local level.

After M K Kunjappan’s symbolic protest in 1971 after the first major 
fish-kill in the river, the 1970s and 80s saw a string of protests over air 
pollution and leakages. As the flow in the river slackened pollution 
issues worsened (Martin 2017). The 1980s saw several studies (as 
mentioned in Chapter 1) of rising pollution levels, and matters came to 
a head with the fire in the Kuzhikkandam creek in 1990 which affected 
the nearly one hundred families living on its banks. International 
attention to pollution at Eloor began in around 1987 and culminated in 
two studies by Greenpeace in 1999 and 2003. The 1999 study revealed 
that the pollution in Kuzhikkanandam creek was totally unmitigated 
and in fact, probably worse now ( Greenpeace 1999); many other 
studies have continued to confirm this since.Simultaneously, at the 
national level, the question of the disposal of hazardous industrial 
waste was being actively taken up by the Supreme Court of India in 
1995 following civil society pressure through a writ petition. The Court 
issued notices to State governments, and the Pollution Control Boards 
at the State and Central levels, but was dissatisfied with their responses, 
and hence appointed the MG K Menon Committee, which submitted its 
report in 1998. Following its recommendations, the Court appointed a 
Monitoring Committee under G Thyagarajan, from the internationally-
connected NGO, Committee on Science and Technology in Developing 
Countries, in the same year. At the State-level too, there was serious 
concern about repeated fish-kills, with the KSPCB studying the area and 
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reporting heavy pollution. The then-Village panchayat of Eloor decided 
to cancel the license of the worst polluter, Merchem Ltd. Around the 
same time, the citizens’ initiative of the PeriyarMalineekaranaVirudha 
Samiti (PMVS) was formed, in 1998. It appeared, then, that the new-
found powers of local government were joining with citizen initiatives 
to act on the persistent pollution of the Periyar at Eloor. The lines 
of division also seemed to be drawn now: an activist recalled: “The 
Greepeace action team walked into Eloor and put up flags that 
highlighted Eloor as one of the worst toxic hotspots in the world. 
Within hours, the trade unions had them brought down. But equally 
soon, local people restored them.” 

It seems only too apparent from our interview with the then-panchayat 
president that he was unambiguously pro-industry – he firmly believed 
that concerns about the environment were nothing but a conspiracy to 
bring down industrial activity. He trivialized the very many incidents of 
leakage and fire, claiming that it was normal in factories. But it was his 
committee that moved to cancel Merchem’s license, which he claimed, 
was done only because the company had been untruthful and had 
secretly broken the promises they had made to the Panchayat that the 
plant would be a non-polluting one, and then gone on to dishonor 
the agreement with the panchayat to curb pollution subsequent to 
the incident of severe pollution. However, it is clear that the affected 
people’s direct pressure mattered hugely: “Knowing that the Panchayat 
Committee meeting was going on, all the people from the area were 
waiting outside, waiting for the decision. There was fear in the air. If 
we’d taken a decision against them, we’d have gotten beaten up when 
we went outside into their midst! We supported them, and took a 
decision in their favour.” Nevertheless, Merchem continued to operate, 
managing to manipulate the Panchayat as well as the KSPCB, and 
protests continued at Eloor. 

Matters escalated again in 2004, with a fire at the Endosulphan plant of 
the Hindustan Insecticides Ltd, which suddenly brought back to people 
the spatial sense of living on an island – the fact that people in the area 
could not be evacuated swiftly was indeed a daunting realization. A 
chain of events led to the setting up of the Local Area Environmental 
Committee (LAEC) by the Supreme Court’s Monitoring Committee 
on Hazardous Wastes, which included many leading activists as 
well. In other words, the powerlessness of the local government and 
state agencies was now out in the open; a national-level authority 
had now empowered a body that included local oppositional civil 
society. By this time, local civil society here –represented by the PMVS 
– had built links with environmental NGOs like Thanal and acquired 
technical knowledge; they had also forced Binani Zinc to conduct a 
public hearing, and stopped their expansion plans. “We used a lot of 
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technical data and language …. no one really spoke, and so we were 
really the experts. The workers showered abuse on us, accusing us of 
being foreign agents sabotaging Indian industry … that Thanal was 
an external agent and so on,” remembered an activist. Many of these 
activists were now part of the LAEC, which was empowered to close 
highly hazardous industries. “That one year we really held hundreds of 
inspections and public hearing, and actually successfully shut down 
several plants which refused to comply … there was visible change 
in the river’s condition.” The presence of local activists was of crucial 
significance: “Some plants we visited would tell us that there were no 
workers to climb up into places we needed to inspect, but we were 
undeterred. A member, PurushanEloor, who is a painter by profession 
and quite good with such tasks, would just do it himself. We also 
identified all the illegal outlets used to discharge chemicals into the 
river then …” 

Oppositional civil social intervention, thus, was (a) made possible from 
above, through the intervention of the higher court, and (b) technical 
in nature. As the activists recall, the more effective the LAEC was, the 
more angry the factory managers became, and PurushanEloor faced 
death threats.  However, the LAEC’s success was sadly short-lived; the 
Chairman of the Monitoring Committee itself changed stance, and 
a change of guard in the State government ended up in disabling 
it. Pollution went back to earlier levels, and in 2006, the waters of 
the Periyar turned red at Eloor, and protests erupted, with a People’s 
Convention in which leading trade union leaders blamed the KSPCB 
for inept handling of the crisis (Suchitra 2006). In the period after, 
numerous loopholes have emerged in the law which allow the factories 
to continue polluting the river, but people’s struggles have flagged.

This depressing story stands in sharp contrast to the struggle against 
the pollution of Chaliyar in north Kerala by the GRASIM factory at 
Mavoor, which is perhaps the first of Kerala’s mass struggles for the 
environment (George and Jyoti 2002) – one in which the dangerous 
pollution of the river was noticed within days of commencement of 
production there. What is really striking about the Chaliyar struggle in 
the early lead that local governments in the area took in organizing 
public debates and protests on the issue – M A Rehman, one of 
its staunchest crusaders, was the vice-president of the Vazhakkad 
panchayat at that time (ibid: 29). In the pollution by the Birla’s 
GRASIM factory too, the laxity of the KSPCB and the inaction and even 
complicity of the State government are evident. Yet, the ChaliyarJala-
Vayu Shuddheekarana Samity (CJVSS) was formed with the active 
participation of panchayat leaders and trade union leaders, and the 
local leadership of political parties. The CJVSS’ actions were far more 
militant, and indeed, even displaying impatience with committee work 
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and reporting – thus in the 1970s, they too direct action to prevent 
bund-building and break bunds that were facilitating pollution, and as 
many as fourteen presidents of panchayats in the vicinity participated 
in negotiations with the State government after (ibid:  57). Importantly, 
striking workers had a very crucial role to play, and differences between 
civil society and the workers surfaced relatively late.

Comparing the two, it is evident that in Eloor, the struggle was a stiffer 
one – GRASIM was a single factory, and moreover, one owned by big 
private capital, the Birlas, in contrast to the heavily industrialized Eloor, 
where large-scale firms can act together against efforts to make them 
accountable. Also, as argued earlier, industry in Eloor was public sector 
– identified with national interest, unlike in Mavoor, and Udyogamandal 
was indeed the heterotopia of Indian national industry, a shared, 
persisting, sentiment among a sizeable section of the population of 
Eloor. And as discussed earlier, local residents directly dependent 
on and in contact with nature had, by the late twentieth century, 
apparently become fewer. The other major struggle against the 
destruction of rivers in Kerala, led by the ChalakudyPuzhaSamrakshana 
Samity involves a strong group of ‘ecosystem people’, the tribal Kadar, 
(Latha 2018) who held community forest rights over a substantial area 
of forest land that would be affected by the proposed Athirappally 
hydro-electric project.16Eloor, clearly, has no such population; nor did 
the panchayat there step actively into leadership of civil society.

In sum, the PMVS faced a truly extraordinary challenge. They 
attempted to challenge large-scale industry in an area that was 
already transformed by the national-developmentalist bureaucracy 
into the very haven of Indian industry, laying out the heterotopias 
of national-industrial modernity. The oppositional civil society – the 
PMVS -- was able to overcome its marginality and powerlessness for a 
brief while through leveraging national and global allies and forums 
to its advantage, and by relying upon another arm of the state, the 
judiciary. However, this was not enough to secure permanent victory 
over the obstacles they faced. It must be remembered that even 
though Nehruvian developmentalism is largely non-existent in the 
persent, Udyogamandal lives on in people’s nostalgia. In other words, 
the PMVS challenged not just the combined might of nationalist-
developmentalist bureaucracy and workers and their allies, the political 
parties and the scientific establishment, but also deeper structures of 
nostalgia among sizeable section of the people at Eloor. Building strong 
foundations for environmental activism there would have required 
breaking through such nostalgia, and as such this cannot be done by 
simply providing more accurate information on the violations there, 
as is now argued in environmental psychology. It would, however, 
convince certain arms of the state, in this case, judiciary, but perhaps 
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not many elected members who seem to view the Municipality as the 
FACT Township’s ‘true heir’. Even though feelings of marginalization 
by the ‘greedy old karanavars’ (as a member put it) who manage the 
land resources of the companies at Eloor persist in their consciousness 
and unconscious, many elected members fight it by protecting their 
‘inheritance’, against the ostensible usurpers – the environmental 
activists.

IV

The recent shift towards neoliberal growth in the present Communist 
Party of India (Marxist)’s vision for Kerala – for example, the eagerness 
to improve Kerala’s ranking in the ‘ease of doing business’ index, has led 
to an implicit shift in its vision of Panchayati Raj. One of the important 
aspects of this shift is the curtailing of the powers of the local bodies 
to grant industrial licenses and quarry permissions, while empowering 
the Panchayat Secretary to issue the same through the The Kerala 
Investment Promotion and Facilitation Act 201717. However, these 
institutional constraints did not exist in 1998. It is also evident that 
environmental damage, especially the pollution of water bodies, was 
a key concern at the beginning of political decentralization at Eloor, 
during the People’s Planning campaign. 

Yet, it appears equally clear that though the panchayat committee 
supported the local people’s struggle against the Merchem factory, 
the leaders of the panchayat at that time, did not find their arguments 
compelling. The striking difference of perspective revealed in our 
interview with the then-panchayat president (who had cut his political 
teeth through trade union activism in the organized sector at Eloor, and 
was completely disbelieving of the charges of environmental violation 
and the culpability of companies) and the views voiced in the Village 
Sabhas and recorded in the Panchayat Development Report of 1996 
(which points to the ecological damage especially to water bodies, 
caused by the physical expansion of industries, the massive pollution 
of the river and other water sources from the discharge of chemical 
wastes, and the irresponsible dumping of domestic and other wastes 
from company housing), is intriguing: how is it that the latter could 
have not shaped the former at all? Here one could perhaps point to 
the divergence of views between the trade unions, of the mainstream 
left and other, and the People’s Science movement, the Kerala Sastra 
Sahitya Parishat (KSSP), which shaped the ideological orientation of 
the People’s Planning Campaign. However, the latter’s influence proved 
to be limited, at least at Eloor: Purushan Eloor, one of the leading 
environmental activists and founders of the PMVS, was initially a 
KSSP activist, who however, soon found out that his colleagues were 
reluctant to raise the issue of industrial pollution, despite criticism of 
this stance by leading KSSP intellectual like M K Prasad. The leader of 



71

the panchayat in the immediate post-People’s Planning Campaign was 
a hard-boiled trade unionist whose did not believe in environmental 
governance with local people, especially environmental activists, as 
full participants, and there were other, very local, developments, that 
explain his stand against Merchem18.  Since then, local government at 
Eloor has played a rather limited role, and even this is highly disputed 
by the environmental activists. Strikingly, none of the elected members 
interviewed said that the Ward Sabhas were not forums in which 
environmental pollution was discussed, not even the Ward Sabhas 
dedicated to planning; nor do the environmental activists attend the 
Development seminars19. The elected members do not hide the fact 
that their participation has been limited: “We have been inspecting all 
the industries since 2010,” claimed a leader of the Municipality, “and 
that is how the pollution-control mechanisms were installed. We do not 
know if they are being used as they should. That is the job of the KSPCB. 
But they have no facilities, no boat for twenty-four hour patrolling.” The 
elected members also claim a share in persuading the companies to 
provide drinking water to the wards, which is also disputed by activists. 
In other words, elected members claim to lack the institutional power, 
mandate, and resources to make a difference, while environmental 
activists make accusations of possible corruption and the Municipality’s 
complicity with large industries, as well as the unwillingness to learn 
and give up outdated frameworks of growth. 

One of the reasons for this evident above and equally acknowledged 
by both elected members and activists alike, is the unparalleled 
domination of trade unions in Eloor, and their close connections 
with the industrial management.20 An elected member who 
acknowledged this nexus and disapproved of it, told us: “this is a trade 
union dominated area. So everyone is fully united – in the Municipal 
committee, there is almost no disagreement among the members of 
different political parties; the opposition does not criticize or scrutinize 
the actions of the ruling party. I find this convenient for us individual 
councilors because we want to do gets done soon and relations are 
cordial always, but it is really bad for the local government as a whole. 
Whenever some environmentalists get some orders and companies get 
affected, all of them go together for protests about job loss and so on. 
This means that everything revolves around workers’ jobs and other 
things are secondary.”

However, seeking to make sense of this, one needs to also consider the 
structural relationship between the local body and large-scale industry 
at Eloor which pre-existed political decentralization. Elected members 
interviewed inevitably began with the observation that the decline 
of large scale industries at Eloor meant also the downfall of the local 
body – and yet this is a love-hate relationship. One of the leaders of the 
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Municipality observed: “There was a time there were twelve thousand 
workers at FACT, now less than two thousand. The panchayat those 
days received plenty of professional tax … we were one of the richest 
local bodies in Kerala. Now the decline of the industry has made things 
very difficult. In contrast, the surrounding Municipalities, Kalamashery, 
Marad and so on, have seen new enterprises putting down roots 
there, while here there is only decay.” Nevertheless, the members also 
complain of the ways in which companies ignore the local government 
even as they foist unwarranted tasks on it, all the while monopolizing 
key resources.

Eloor had been made a Municipality in 1990, but resistance by local 
people (attributed to fears about rise in building tax and complications 
in securing building permits)led to its reversion to a panchayat again 
in 1995. It became a Municipality again 2010. This has deepened both 
the powerlessness and the dependence, as an elected member and 
ex-leader of the Municipality pointed out: “Well, earlier the panchayat 
had access to the funds of the Block panchayat and the District 
panchayat, but the municipality is a stand-alone financial entity. 
Own funds have not grown since professional tax collection is falling 
because companies have less and less workers. And of course, over 65 
per cent of the land here is fenced off by companies, and so there. In 
order to develop Eloor, we need land, and we don’t have much. The 
land given to Merchem should have been with us but it is still delayed 
in the red tape.”21Contrasting with this powerlessness is the enormity 
of popular expectation that the local body bears, which the leaders 
mentioned repeatedly: “People call us first if there is discoloration of 
the river water; people call us first if there is no water; people call us 
first if there is a fish-kill. For anything and everything, they call us first 
...” Added to this, the Municipality must also make up for the shoddy 
fulfilment of civic responsibilities by the companies. Speaking of the 
present-day FACT, an elected member said, “For example they let their 
premises run completely wild and we have to help them clear up, when 
they should be doing on their own. They are now renting out unused 
housing on the FACT premises, and they ought to keep aside a portion 
of that money to keep the premises clean. But they don’t.” Complaints 
about the refusal of companies to allow land for various needs of the 
Municipality – and it appears that the worst polluters do grant more 
resources to the Municipality, probably as a form of appeasement. 
“FACT is the stingiest,” thought one of the elected members 
interviewed, “HIL is better – it gave land for the fire-station, necessary 
for the industrial area, fifty cents of land for the community hall. We 
needed five acres for a waste-management plant, but FACT won’t give 
it.”Interestingly, this does not translate into a clear critical position. 
Interestingly, the supply of free drinking water to Wards affected by 
pollution which was won through popular struggle, appeared in the 
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interviews with elected members as evidence for the companies’ 
goodwill. Other forms of support, like for the payment of salaries for 
the staff caring for special children in the BUDS school run by the 
Municipality, and so on, were also presented in the same way.22

The powerlessness of the Municipality in negotiating with the 
companies is further intensified by the facelessness of the latter 
and the impermanent nature of the management: “For example, we 
asked for land on which to build a shredding and processing unit 
to handle the clean plastic we collect every day from all the wards. 
We had a meeting with the company people. The trouble is that, in 
such occasions, the meetings are attended by staff appointed by the 
management. They cannot make any decisions, they always leave 
saying that they will convey it to the company. The management won’t 
appear directly, will it?”Above all, even the local government seems to 
have very limited access into the company areas. While some members 
claim free access to the premises of the factories, many other members 
admitted that very strict restrictions do exist even for members: “The 
security [around the companies] is much more than around the Indian 
Space Research Organization’... People can’t even fish with a simple rod 
around them ...”. A leader of the Municipality reflecting on their failure 
to stop pollution remarked, “... the roads are all built by them in a way 
that independent inspection is well-nigh impossible. We are let in with 
our ID as Municipality members but not freely for sure. There is no way 
one can keep a watch on what goes on inside those walls. Not us, not 
the KSPCB.”

At present, there are no signs of the amelioration of this powerlessness. 
For example, the plan for restoring the Kuzhikandam creek – the so-
called Kuzhikandam Remediation, approved by the Central Pollution 
Control Board23. There have been accusations of the State government 
dragging its feet, but the bigger challenge is getting the polluters, 
who are to pay half of the total amount of 16 crore rupees due 
from the Kerala government, to pay, say the elected members and 
environmental activists alike.24 More depressingly, the Municipality 
has not been assigned any specific role in the process. They blame 
the environmental activists for objecting to the site the Municipality 
identified to which the sedimented wastes from the creek were 
to be removed and safely stored, (while the activists have a totally 
different take on it) , but are still quite unclear of their role in the 
present remediation effort.25 The Municipality leaders now rest their 
hopes on the Biodiversity Monitoring Committee that the Kerala State 
Biodiversity Board is mooting, which includes the heads of many local 
governments along the Periyar headed by the President of the District 
Panchayat.

The viability and sustainability of this aspirational industrial heterotopia 
has to be juxtaposed with the macroeconomic changes in the 
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economy, especially in the post-liberalization period. Rather than 
promoting industrial growth, import liberalisation has damaged 
the domestic manufacturing sector with stagnating share in GDP 
and declining share in total employment (Chaudhari, 2015) . The 
manufacturing sector has failed to attract the volume and type of 
FDI compared to service sector (Chalapati Rao et al 2014). Such trend 
towards de-industrialisation due to policy shifts have a longer history. 
The roots of such shifts were initiated from mid-70s to 1990- 91 when 
the Indian policy-makers opened up the domestic economy from 
a highly regulated, inward-oriented regime. The first steps in this 
direction taken by both the Janata government (1977-80) and by 
Indira Gandhi (1980-84) was accelerated from the late 1984 by Rajiv 
Gandhi (Nambiar and Tadas, 1994). 26 It is interesting to note that these 
studies spaced two decades apart has come to the same conclusion 
of deepening de-industrialisation in the economy. This is reflected 
in Eloor. However, although the local population might be aware of 
such trends, are partly swayed by the pervading power of classical 
modernization narratives of development by industrialization. Such 
perceptions (of TINA) remain easy closures to imagination. Another 
argument could be the temporal dimension where they visualise the 
emerging opportunities to sections of the new generation to escape 
Eloor to new growth centres in the country and abroad. This helps 
preserve the dominant narrative of the past glory and possibilities 
of the industrial heterotopia alive in the local context despite the 
environmental and social externalities described earlier.

Conclusion

Before we conclude, it is important to place FACT within the global and 
Indian debates in development, especially the role of industrialization 
of the mid-twentieth century. In the modernization paradigm of the 
1940s and 50s, the new nations liberated from colonial rule had to 
initiate a trajectory of development that would quickly make them 
‘catch-up’ with their erstwhile colonizers. Prescriptions came from 
either side of the Cold War – the ideologies of capitalism and socialism, 
both of which demanded a modernizer state to steer this transition. 
There was stark uniformity where development was identical to growth 
and capital accumulation the key to growth. Here industrialization was 
the key sector for achieving higher rates of growth and in this schema, 
all the so called ‘developing countries’ were seen as homogenous. 
Development was viewed as a kind of running race with a great 
optimism about ‘catching-up’ and closing the gap with industrialised 
nations. Another important aim of modernization was to enhance the 
material base of the state through industrialization and modernized 
agriculture where benevolent countries of the west competing for 
post-world war hegemony would help them with aid and technology 
transfer. 



75

In India, an ideological debate whether such an imagination was either 
feasible or warranted was triggered a decade prior to this, as argued by 
Partha Chatterji (2012).  In 1937 the Gandhians in the Congress Working 
Committee urged the restriction of modern industries. For them the 
idea of machinery, commercialization, and centralised state power were 
the curses of modern civilization. It was industrialism itself, Gandhi 
argued, rather than the inability to industrialize, that was the root cause 
of Indian poverty. Until the 1940s these ideas were a characteristic 
part of the Congress rhetoric of nationalist mobilization. However, 
the socialists led by SC Bose and Nehru had very different visions of 
the country’s future. The debate led to the formation of the National 
Planning Committee (NPC) in 1938 with Jawaharlal Nehru as Chair. The 
majority within NPC rejected JC Kumarappa’s Gandhian strategy and 
Nehru added:

… now that the Congress is identifying with the State it cannot ignore 
the question of establishing large scale industries. There can be no 
planning if such planning does not include big industries… Nehru 
replied to Gandhi’s protest: We are trying to catch-up, as far as we 
can, with the industrial revolution that occurred long ago in Western 
countries (Nehru, 1954:93 in Chatterji,2012: 244-5).

The consequences of this strategy also are discussed in hindsight. 
Chatterji argues that “in the classical forms of capitalist industrialization, 
the original accumulation required the use of a variety of coercive 
methods to separate a large mass of direct producers from their means 
of production” which is the secret of ‘primitive accumulation’ (ibid: 
253). He later explains how the process unfolded in early years in post-
independence India where planners or the development bureaucracy 
replaced the capitalists. Indian planning thus was conceived as the 
major instrument for taking the county to an accelerated path of 
growth through industrialization. However, this meant conflicts 
between the social groups and the use of power to attain the required 
form and rate of accumulation. He clarifies the politics of legitimization 
that planning could bring in:

… since the necessary policies of the state which would ensure 
accumulation could not be left to be determined solely through the 
political process, it devolved upon the institution of planning , that 
embodiment of the universal rationality of the social whole standing 
above all particular interests, to lay down what in fact where the 
‘necessary rigours’ of industrialization. Given its location outside the 
political process, planning could then become a positive instrument 
for resolving conflict by determining within a universal framework of 
the social good, the ‘necessary costs’ to be borne by each particular 
groupand the ‘necessary benefits’ to accrue to each (Chatterjee, 2012: 
255). 
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The industrialization in Eloor is no exception to this process. There is no 
evidence of the dispossession in the early decades at Eloor, but there 
exists ample contemporary evidence for loss of livelihoods of fishers 
dependent on Periyar river and  the massive costs borne by the local 
population due to the health hazards  from air and water pollution. It is 
ironical that even the benefits that the companies accrued are eroding 
in the face of de-industrialization due to the large-scale restructuring 
of global capitalism.  Thus it appears that the classical arguments in 
favour of industrialization which argue that industrializing demands 
sacrifices on the part of the people, which should be made as part of 
national belonging were at work at Eloor too, in its heyday in the 1940s 
and after.  

In the preceding sections, we attempted to reflect on some observed 
puzzles at Eloor, specifically, that of the widespread presence of the 
denial of or indifference to environmental destruction, especially 
among elected members interviewed at Eloor, and the general sense 
of local rootlessness conveyed by highly successful environmental 
activists there. It appears that many of the strategies of denial we 
encountered there are not particular to Eloor or Kerala; many similar 
strategies have been identified, for example, by researchers studying 
climate change denial around the world. Yet they seem to have local 
roots – in the history of Eloor-as-Udyogamandal. The loss of industrial 
heterotopia is deeply felt and experienced there, many years after its 
demise, especially among those who who were closely associated 
with it as members of families which migrated for work there and 
were sustained by it – many elected members are of such origin. This 
presents a huge challenge to environmental activists at Eloor, and the 
sheer difficulty of surmounting it seems to have shaped movement 
strategies there – quite apart from the enormous challenge of taking 
on fully organized industry, and their allies, the organized workers and 
political parties.

The powerlessness outlined in the fourth section calls for serious 
introspection about the health of local democracy in general. It is time 
that the functions of the Grama Sabha be rethought and rehauled, 
taking a cue from the High Court’s order in 2007, that the grant of 
license to Merchem be allowed only after convening a special Grama 
Sabha. Depletion of the powers of the Grama Sabha and the elected 
committee bodes ill for local democracy in general . At Eloor in the 
present, it serves the purpose of fair welfare distribution and does not 
serve as a platform on which ecological interests and the diverse views 
among local people about development there can be voiced. Therefore 
we argue that there is the need to recognize diversity of needs and 
views as the core of local democracy, not the demands of the majority, 
and the Grama Sabha needs to be reimagined as a space facilitating 
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this. This would ensure that the views of environmental activists cannot 
be dismissed as not widely shared enough. Secondly, recognizing the 
agency of nature – listening to its ‘signals’ and treating them with the 
same respect we accord human views -- cannot be avoided anymore.  
Thirdly, efforts to plan across development units and administrative 
boundaries should be taken seriously.27

The nostalgia for Udyogamandal, also, calls for closer analysis. It 
appears to be what Svetlana Boym calls ‘restorative nostalgia’: this is 
a variant that “does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth 
and tradition … It knows two main plots – the return to origins and 
the conspiracy. …” (Boym 2007: 13). As such, it appears very similar 
to the nostalgia for Fordist ‘Detropia’, as Jason Sperb describes it: it 
meant “the birth of a sustainable middle class and leisure culture, 
which was anchored by a strong labour movement and maintained a 
manageable balance with the market-drive pressures and efficiency-
minded management of capitalist industries.” (Sperb2016:212). And 
the criticism of Fordist nostalgia that it glosses over the racial divide 
among workers (Renata Martin 2017) is relevant for Udyogamandal 
too. MKK Nair’s vision of the ideal worker is pivoted on precisely such 
a division. In his autobiography, he says that the misconception of a 
worker as essentially ignorant, and boorish is mistaken – generated 
most probably, he then remarks, from familiarity with coir and cashew 
workers (Nair 1987: 436 ). Considering the fact that leaders of the 
protest against environmental protection do not hail from MKK Nair’s 
favoured worker-elite, this fundamental divide between the elite, 
‘cultured’ worker, and the informal worker and petty producer still 
dependent on natural resources does underlie the conflict around river 
pollution at Eloor to a certain extent at least.

The larger question, then, is how to make visible and palpable the 
‘ecological local’ in the place of the economy of anticipation that the 
nostalgia for bygone national industrial heteretopia implicitly bolsters. 
Whatever the answer to this may be, it appears that the ‘information-
deficit’ model can only be a necessary but not sufficient explanation: 
there is definitely the need to imagine ways in which one may turn the 
‘restorative’ nostalgia into a more ‘reflective’ one, to borrow Svetlana 
Boym’s words.28  
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Endnotes

1. This was particularly evident in the interviews with leading activists, 
PurushanEloor and V J Jose. PurushanEloor, who became the face of anti-pollution 
activism there through the PeriyarMalineekaranaViruddha Samity (Committee 
against pollution in the Periyar) has faced numerous death threats and even an 
attempt on his life; he has been persistently defamed and misinterpreted. V J Jose 
mentioned that he was assaulted by elected members of the then-Eloor panchayat, 
and socially isolated as a ‘CIA agent’ out to ruin Eloor.

2. A leading figure in the anti-pollution protests, Sridhar R, of the well-known 
environmental NGO Thanal, proposes a ‘techno-political’ solution to the problems 
at Eloor, which involves aiding and handholding the industries to move towards a 
zero-pollution regimes and helping the sunset industries to move towards other 
products, with the active participation of political society. He is critical of activism 
that hinges on an ‘eternal-victim’ and stresses the need to explore what may be 
possible most immediately to reduce the pollution load. Other activists too take 
care to state explicitly that they are not against industry; if anything, they are for 
it. One of the senior activists interviewed arrived here as a fifteen-year-old orphan 
and built a life here as a trader, thanks to the bustling local economy of industrial 
Eloor in the 1950s , 60s, and 70s. He states categorically that he is for prosperity and 
industry – but not for pollution and destruction. 

3. Sridhar, whose NGO was not based in Eloor, and Jose, who was the Greenpeace 
River Keeper, were especially vulnerable to accusations of being CIA agents.

4. However, later in the interview the same leader did admit to pollution by large 
industries located within the boundaries of the Eloor Municipality.

5.  The activists admit this but are quick to point out that the persistence of 
pollution at Eloor is due to natural factors local to the region. “The effluents and the 
other chemicals that are discharged into the river at different points reach Eloor, 
yes, but the tides at the mouth of the river bring it right back to the shores of the 
island of Eloor, and so it persists! This is especially acute because the river does not 
flow as swiftly as it used it, obstructed as it is by dams.”

6. In an implicit critique of David Harvey, Cross remarks that our understanding 
of spaces like Special Economic Zones would be impoverished if we saw them as 
driven by a singular accumulation or rule, materializing over-accumulated capital’s 
search for a spatial-temporal fix. Cross 2015: 427.

7. To some extent, both the activist and the Muncipality positions are versions 
of what is known as environmental modernisation theories in environmental 
sociology (Shwom 2009) which suggests that the development of capitalism will 
make state regulation necessary, and public pressure will make firms turn to a more 
ecological perspective, recognizing themselves as more socially embedded.

8. A number of research studies and reports from the 1970s onward confirms 
this. To mention just a few: Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishat1972;tharakan 
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1976;  KSPCB 1980;1982; 1981; 1985; 2001; 2010; Joseph 1985; Padmanabhan 
1986;  Osman 1986;  Anthony 1987;Ousep 1992; Nair 1997;Greenpeace 1999; 
2003;PeriyarMalineekaranaVirudha Samity and Thanal 2005 ; Local Area 
Environment Committee 2006; Kerala State Council for Science Technology and 
Environment 2007 ; Central Pollution Control Board 2017.

9. Deleuze and Guattari (1972) introduce these concepts, and encourage the 
use of these in anthropology which builds on, rather than faithfully reproduce, 
the meaning they endowed it with. In anthropology, deterritorialization often 
refers to the separation of culture from space, taking control of a place and 
undoing its cultural associations. Reterritorialization, which is often thought of as 
accompanying deterritorialization refers to the new logic of power that restructures 
the place with new cultural meanings and objects.  These concepts are also widely 
used in the literature on globalization somewhat differently, for example, to refer to 
the burgeoning of translocal cultural experience (Hernandez 2002) or the increase 
of social contracts and interaction that cross beyond the limits of a specific local 
territory (Giddens 1990: 64). 

10. For example, the Annual Report of the KSPCB for 1979-80 said:” The discharge of 
effluents from IRE shows the presence of radioactive materials. The wastes thrown 
into the river from HIL contain DDT, BHC and other insecticides. All these make the 
pollution in this river more serious. The reasons for the contamination of this river 
with ammonia, fluoride, phosphate, etc., are due to the effluents from FQCT. The 
zinc containing effluent discharged from the DB2 further aggravates the pollution 
problem. (p.12)

11. M K K Nair’s forte was a flexible style of management characteristic of many 
large-scale industrial complexes in the first-world at that time such as the 
Tennessee Valley Corporation –  under which organizations thrived through 
cooptation, Selznick (1984) defined cooptation as an organisation absorbing new 
elemtns into its policy determination either formally or informally. He argues that 
formal cooptation can well mean a sharing of responsibility and participation 
without the actual transfer of power. It seems that the Municipality there 
completely lacks this skill.

12. See, for example, S Ramabhadran Pillai, [http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/
Kochi/remembering-a-visionary-not-forgetting-his-many-trials/article4264540.ece] 
, accessed 18 June 2018.

13. Foucault specifies the heterotopias thus, distinguishing it from utopia, or non-
existing places: “There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real 
places—places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society— 
which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in 
which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are outside 
of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality. 
Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and 
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speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias.” (Foucault 
1984:2-3) 

14.  For more narratives of local fisherfolk, see https://www.thenewsminute.com/
article/periyar-dying-how-south-keralas-lifeline-has-become-industrial-sewage-
drain-65169 , accessed 19 June 2018.

15.  “…ecological habitus refers to the embodiment of a durable yet changeable 
system of ecologically relevant dispositions, practices, perceptions, and material 
conditions – perceptible as a lifestyle – that is shaped by and helps shape 
socioecological conditions.” Kasper 2009: 318. The notion of ‘ecological habitus’ is 
useful to avoid both deterministic and voluntaristic explanations of social life and 
encompasses both durable and changeable nature of the system of dispositions 
and practices, and material conditions as well. 

16.  See, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kerala/protest-against-
athirappilly-project-intensifies/article8221295.ece , accessed, 19 June 2018.

17. See, http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/kerala/2017/oct/20/ordinance-
to-ensure-speedy-industrial-clearances-in-kerala-1678235.html , accessed, 21 June 
2018.  It has been pointed out that this is part of a general depletion of the local 
bodies through the curtailment of their powers. Another ordinance  normalizing 
buildings illegally constructed till 31 July 2017 gave the powers of inspecting 
buildings and granting permissions not to the elected local body but to the 
Secretary, and took away the powers of the local body to decide whether the 
filling of paddy land was for public purposes or not. See, K R Dhanya, http://www.
azhimukham.com/investigative-report-on-ordinance-rule-vy-pinarayivijayan-
government/ , 10 December 2017, accessed, 21 June 2018.

18. Besides, as was pointed out in an interview with the PMVS’s legal counsel, the 
panchayat’s denial of license to Merchem was also because it was a new enterprise 
that employed few workers; and the internal power-games within the CITU at that 
time were another reason why this was possible.

19. Jean-Paul Faguet argues that “ ... the first-order determinant of a responsive, 
accountable government is an open, substantively competitive politicswhere 
politics is open to new entrants and focuses on issues of substance, as opposed 
to appearance ... political competition will produce a strong inclusive tendency 
in the sense of not leaving significant groups of voters unrepresented ... ...open, 
competitive politics ... emerges endogenously through the interaction of local 
economic interests and civic organizations.Where the firms and other economic 
interests that comprise the local economy are diverse and heterogenous and 
where civil society is organized ito many active groups, and where these two sets of 
actors interact with one another through local politics, proposing needs, debating 
competitive priorities and searching for avenues of mutual benefit, local politics 
will tend strongly towards openness and competition.” (Faguet 2017: 1677, 1687). 
Our fieldwork indicates that the scene in Eloor is the exact opposite of this.

20. As Ulrich Beck notes about the contract between the worker and entrepreneur 
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in capitalism:  “ Not just abilities and capabilities are traded and acquired on the 
labour market, but also consent to the shaping of human work processes and thus 
the material from which individual-independent organizations can be constructed 
... The conversion of labor power is left to the purchaser and organizer of the work. 
The consent to this may be coerced and generated by the wage worker’s financial 
distress, that is, unemployment; on the other hand, the system of hierarchical and 
fragmented industrial labor desensitises workers to the substance and effects 
of their work. In other words, the cultural form of indifference from which self-
referential systems are made is produced inside these systems and inculcated again 
and again.” (1997: 56), Italics ours.

21. Merchem was granted 50 cents of land, which is now being claimed by the 
Municipality.

22. The numbers of children suffering from various kinds of disabilities, including 
disabilities at birth is high at Ellor, as the interviews with the Chairperson of the 
Welfare Standing Committee and the teacher in the BUDS school revealed. 

23. See, http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/kochi/2017/may/12/so-near-yet-
so-far-1604157--1.html , accessed 21 June 2018.

24. The cancellation of the National Green Tribunal ensures that the process will 
slacken further, as the legal counsel for the PMVS pointed out. 

25. This is not the first time, it appears, that the Municipality was ignored by 
national organizations – in an interview with an ex-leader of the Municipality, 
similar experience with the National Container Terminal road-building was 
mentioned. “The fault is ours, really, “ she admitted, “When the road was being built 
we should have taken a longer view and intervened then and there as the EM, 
making suggestions and going to court to get them enforced. An underground 
road or flyover could have been possible. But no one thought of it then...
Everywhere else, there are service roads; here too there are, but their entry points 
have not been constructed, so there is no access. Now they say that the EM should 
have asked back then and that the file is closed.” 

26. Notable changes introduced by him included liberalisation of the import 
regime, exemption of certain industries from the MRTP system, and raising the 
investment threshold for others, broad-banding of industrial licences, and adding 
greatly to the incentives for exporters (Nambiar and Tadas, 1994: 2741). 

27. For instance, through appropriate ‘soft spaces planning’. Walsh et al. Defines 
‘soft space’ thus:”Soft spaces are a particular type of space, which are the result of 
a deliberate, conscious strategy constructed by governing actors (usually public 
sector led) to represent a geographical area in a particular way that lies outside 
of the political-administrative boundaries and internal territorial divisions of 
the nation-state.” (Walsh et al 2012: 5) Caution however needs to be exercised 
to make sure that such approaches respect local democracy and do not lead to 
the formation of other special-purpose institutions that are not accountable to 
democracy. Also see Chaffin et al. 2014;  Passi and Zimmerbauer 2016.
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28. Boym distinguishes reflective nostalgia from the restorative variant thus: 
“Reflective nostalgia thrives on algia (the longing itself ) and delays the 
homecoming—wistfully, ironically, desperately… Reflective nostalgia dwells on 
the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not shy away from 
the contradictions of modernity. Restorative nostalgia protects the absolute truth, 
while reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt… Reflective nostalgia is concerned 
with historical and individual time, with the irrevocability of the past and human 
finitude. Reflection means new flexibility, not the reestablishment of stasis. The 
focus here is not on the recovery of what is perceived to be an absolute truth, but 
on the meditation on history and the passage of time… It reveals that longing 
and critical thinking are not opposed to one another, as affective memories do not 
absolve one from compassion, judgment, or critical reflection. (Boym 2007: 12-15)
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You were born and raised in Eloor?

Yes. In Vadakkumbhaagam, Eloor. I’ll be 69 next month. 
I attended LP, UP, High School, and then stopped my 
education. After that it’s been a practical education, with 
the unions in companies, social work, and so on. Then I 
moved to full-time political work, with the CPI(M). Now I’m 
not able to work as much as I used to.

Why is that?

I’m a patient now. I have severe breathing difficulties. I’m 
still in the Kalamassery Area Committee though.

Have you had breathing difficulties for long?

Not really. It’s only been 40 years since it’s started. Now I’m 
under intensive treatment.

Do you know what the cause is?

My lungs have been weakening. There are plenty of 
reasons. The main one is that the weather is cold. Then 
there’s dust, smoke. There are some issues that come with 
living in an industrial belt too. Now I can barely take a 
proper breath. Only about 30 per cent of my lungs work. 
The doctor asked me if I talk too much! I was discharged 
from the hospital less than a month ago.

INTERVIEW WITH 
P.S GANGADHARAN  
TRADE UNIONIST AND FORMER PRESIDENT, ELOOR PANCHAYAT

Chithira Vijayakumar
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How did you enter politics?

Near the end of my high school education, many political protests 
began to crop up all around us, like the toddy-tapper’s strike, and 
the slaked lime workers’ strikes. I used to pass by FACT every day on 
the way to school, and I used to watch leaders like S C S Menon fight 
tirelessly for the workers. I developed a respect and love for the ‘red’. 
KFYF, which later turned in to DYFY, was started in 1968. I was its 
Thekumbhagam Unit Convener. In 1970, I got party membership, in ‘75 
I became the unit secretary, in ‘85 I became AC Secretary, then was a DC 
member for many years. There were some ideological differences in the 
party. I work according to the ideals that EMS laid down. At the 1991 
State Conference at  Kozhikode, Achuthanandan opposed Nayanar’s 
election as State Secretary, but lost to him. It became a big discussion. 
We followed the ideals of V.B. Cherian, and formed a faction according 
to those ideals. In 1994, at the Jilla Sammelanam, they cut the names of 
14 people from the  District Committee, including mine. That was the 
time of the Eloor Panchayat Elections. The Party people nominated my 
name, since people in the Local and Area committees were supportive 
of it. I became a candidate in the very ward where my house is situated. 
At the time, there were only 13 wards - 5 reserved for women, 7 general 
seats, 1 SC seat. There was CPI, as well as us. In 1994 October I became 
Panchayat President. So I resigned from the Area Secretary post in the 
party.

It was true that we had started some EMS Study Centres in many 
parts of the town, which then spread to many parts of the state. This 
was seen as working against the Party. These would later become 
the centres of the MCPI (Marxist Communist Party of India), which 
originally existed only in Punjab. I slowly moved away from the MCPI 
later, especially when it started contesting elections against the 
CPI(M). While it is true that we have ideological differences with them, 
ultimately we want Left unity. In 2003, in the by-elections to Ernakulam 
LS seat, the LDF fielded the sitting MP, Dr Sebastian Paul. Another front 
led by former CITU leader V B Cherian has fielded me as its candidate, 
and again in 2004. Sebastian won both times. By the end of the year, I 
had moved away from them almost entirely.

There were elections coming to the unions in some of the companies in 
Eloor. I won against both Sebastian Paul and SCS Menon, and became 
President of the Travancore Cochin Chemicals Employees Association. 
Similarly with the Premier Company. Finally I began to tire of fighting 
against the stalwarts of the CPI(M), and the Party too.

TCC used to employ 1500 people, then it became 800, now it’s about 
400 people. I’ve known the employees there for decades. That’s 
the case everywhere in Eloor. They’ve reduced labour, increased 
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production, increased profits. Now I am on the board of the Union in 
Indo-German Carbon, TCC, and I just resigned from Apollo.

You took over from about two years of administration under the Municipal 
Commissioner. How did that process go?

The person who had been President before me had left things truly 
in shambles. He was an old Communist fellow. Eloor was facing a 
lot of problems then, especially in Manjummel, a hilly area, where 
a lot of the Dalit-Christians live. One of their biggest problems was 
severe drinking water shortage. When residents went to speak to 
him about it, he insulted them publicly, and asked, ‘who asked you to 
go live in that back of beyond place, it’s your fault’. There was a lot of 
discontentment during his time. I was made to run for President to 
salvage that situation. We had 7 LDF, 5 UDF, and one BJP seat in our 
Panchayat government. The area around the Naaranathu temple is an 
RSS stronghold, and so the Ward around it went to the BJP, a woman 
named Girija.

Is the BJP still strong there?

Hard to say. One thing is that where we had 13 wards, now there are 
31. The Ward from where I contested, Ward #2 now has been split into 5 
wards. Ward #3 has become 3 wards.

Why did people protest the conversion of Eloor into a Municipality? 

Because the Municipality Building tax would be raised. So, many of 
the land-owning class, the upper class, opposed it, since it would be 
against their interests. They influenced the government to have it 
withdrawn. But technically, considering our revenue at the time, Eloor 
was definitely a candidate for becoming a Municipality. It would take 
ten years for Eloor to become a Municipality again.

During your time as President, what did you try and focus on, 
developmental activities or welfare activities?

We tried to combine both. The roads in particular were very poor, so we 
sanctioned about 6 crores to fix them. We had plenty of revenue then, 
since there were many industries here and we were able to raise a lot of 
professional tax from them. That was our main source of revenue. We 
didn’t make a lot from income tax, till we became a Municipality.

What were the areas you focused on? Education? Health?

When I came to power, Eloor had very little in way of facilities. The 
Panchayat didn’t have a vehicle, an ambulance, a PHC, nothing. We 
brought two vehicles, built a PHC with scope for expansion, appointed 
doctors, and started an Ayurvedic hospital in a rented space. Later, we 
constructed a new building for the Ayurvedic Hospital as well.  We also 
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built a building for the Veterinary hospital, which had been functioning 
out of a rented building in FACT’s quarters. The only thing we were 
unable to move was the Village Office, and in fact, no administration 
that has come after us was able to do it either.

In our second year, the People’s Planning Campaign (PPC) really 
took off in the State. It was incredibly useful for us, and it let us craft 
excellent developmental policies, since we had several very skilled 
people working with us. Several women, the activists of the Kerala 
Sastra Sahitya Parishat (KSSP) [the People’s Science Movement], all 
began to come help us out, as incredible resource persons. They helped 
us effectively follow through with our developmental plans. Though 
the term ‘opposition’ doesn’t hold a lot of meaning in a Panchayat set 
up, the Congress opposition also had to join the PPC. And so all of us, 
together, were able to get a lot done in those 5 years.

So before the PHC came, where were Eloor residents going to get medical 
treatment?

There was a hospital in Manjummel. And another one in Edapally.

Are all the facilities you were able to build still functioning in Eloor?

Yes, they all continue right there. Now those buildings also house 
the Krishi Bhavan, and a centre for children with physical and mental 
disabilities. We’d also planned for a Municipality Complex, with a 
community hall attached alongside, but didn’t come through till after 
we were out of power. The first Municipal govt that came to power, 
with CP Usha, also tried to move the Govt High School, which had been 
functioning out of the area where the TCC Company’s Quarters stood. 
Nothing further has happened. There were also plans for a shopping 
complex.

We’d made a housing scheme with the state government’s aid, and 
built many homes, and housing colonies. The Grama Sabhas were 
active, and we listened to all sorts of matters that people brought 
before us. We also brought a lot of land which we then gave to the 
homeless. We were able to buy up a lot of land, since the prices were 
really low then. The area here was mostly swampy, with a lot of fallow 
land. There were a lot of lakes and field and canals in most of the areas, 
except where the industries are, so there weren’t a lot of returns from 
the land. So we were able to buy it up. There was a little propaganda 
against it, but people were convinced about our intent. We must have 
brought up at least 50 acres.

What was the relationship between the Panchayat and the industries at 
that time?

We had a very co-operative relationship with the companies. We would 
ask them for different sort of assistance, and they would oblige. The 
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land for the Municipality Complex and Community Hall was provided 
to us by TCC. We tried to meet with company representatives at least 
once a month. Sometimes there would be disputes with them too, 
owing to the release of poisonous gases, and so on. When the public 
protested, we would contact the companies. In the areas where people 
had lost agriculture and access to water owing to polluted water, the 
companies themselves would volunteer to bring in drinking water.  
TCC etc. had a water treatment plant and they would bring water in 
to Vadakkumbhaagam. There had been a discussion at the Collector’s 
level, and there was a plan to start a water treatment plan with several 
companies putting in a share, and to then distribute the clean water. 
But FACT said there was no need for a water treatment plant, since 
they had a plant, and offered to distribute the water. During athletic 
and cultural events that the Panchayat would conduct, the companies 
would help out too.

Does this co-operative relationship exist now?

Well the companies are in crisis now. There used to be more than 
12,000 workers at FACT, now there’s less than 2000. IRE had more than a 
1000, now there’s less than 250; HIL had more than 1300, now there are 
about 100; TCC’s employees fell from 1300 to 800 to about 400 in the 
last agreement. The managements wants to cut it down even further.

One of the best plants we had in Eloor was the Endosulphan plant. 
But these environmentalists came and created a huge problem there, 
and had it shut down. That’s how the company really began to spiral. 
Neither the workers there nor the people who lived near it had ever 
had any problems owing to that plant. Just because someone had gone 
and sprayed a bit of Endosulphan in Kasargode or somewhere, there 
was all this news that people became limb-less or leg-less or whatever 
[because of Endosulphan poisoning], the people here brought it up 
as a big issue. Scientists have already explained it, saying it happened 
because of other reasons.

But didn’t the Endosulphan plant there catch fire?

Yes, that happened. But fires have happened in other industries too.  
It happens during the course of operation of a plant, it’s normal, it 
happens. There have been no problems because of it. No one’s life has 
ever been endangered because of it. It’s natural. Sometimes workers 
go for many shifts or jobs and they fall asleep on the job. These are jobs 
that require vigilance. And then incidents like this happen. Now, things 
like this don’t happen, since there aren’t a lot of plants, and very few 
people working in them.

 During your time, how did the companies respond to the Panchayat when 
it came to issues of pollution?
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They would listen. We would call them directly to the Panchayat office, 
and we would all sit together and discuss it till we were satisfied. We 
would instruct them on how to remedy the situation. They would agree 
and then leave.

Merchem had just come to Eloor. They’d discussed everything with us, 
told us what the by-products of their manufacturing was, everything. 
We granted them the license. Just a few days after the inauguration, 
a terrible smell and pungent smoke began to emanate from the 
compound. People gathered outside and began to protest, threatening 
to burn it down. We showed up and calmed the agitation, and went 
inside, discussed it with them. Merchem officials said it had been a 
goof-up, and that it wouldn’t happen again.

 What was Merchem producing at that time?

They were making this powder, which is used in slaked lime and 
in tyres. Sulphuric acid is used, and so it smells like rotten eggs. 
The effluents are extremely toxic too. There’s a small creek that 
runs alongside the plant. They would empty the waste into the 
Kuzhikkandam creek. People live on either side of the creek. At first, 
people didn’t know this was happening. As time went on, they found 
it difficult to even breathe properly, could not even live in their homes 
any more, and had to run away. So we called up the company again, 
and asked them, ‘you were cheating us, right?’ And since I was the 
President, we cut their license.

But without our knowledge they continued to function. We caught 
them red-handed. We then checked once in a while, till they shut 
completely.

When the next government came...actually, there were some mistakes 
made. We’d given a case in Court against this Management. The case 
was ongoing regarding the license, and the company had given us the 
impression they weren’t functioning anymore. During this time, they 
should have stopped the plant, right? I was not President during this 
time, this is afterwards… but there was a fire at the plant. And for them 
to get any insurance benefit for it, they have to produce their license. 
But we’d cancelled the license, right? So they met with the Panchayat 
administration and got their license sanctioned again. The talk around 
town is that something untoward/illegal has happened between them. 
We don’t know the reality of the situation. It was an LDF government. 
What we hear is that there was an exchange of money in order to 
resolve the license issue. That there were several lakhs involved. This 
is only what we’re hearing, of course. We haven’t seen it happen. But 
still, something has happened. Otherwise, they should not have ever 
given them the license. CP Usha was the President when Merchem got 
the license back. The UDF government had not dared to. We hear that 
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Usha was asked to grant the license by the higher-ups. Merchem’s run 
by a man named Thomas, and he is a wealthy man. He has a similar 
company in Edayar too, in Kadangaloor Panchayat. So by using the 
insurance claim as an excuse, they got the license back. They can 
make crores from the insurance claim. And apparently there was some 
arrangement saying that they would hand over a certain percentage of 
the insurance settlement to the authorities, or something to that effect. 
The license couldn’t have been granted otherwise. Something fishy has 
definitely happened. All that we’re hearing is not just talk.

So Merchem continued to function even after you’d cancelled their license?

Yes, they were deceiving us. They told us they’d shut down, but they 
were tricking us. They let people in through some back-window and 
continued to work as per usual....that was the situation then.

Now it’s almost as if Merchem has completely shut down. But that’s 
not because of anything the Panchayat has done, but they had some 
financial problems, some marketing problems. The plant in Edayar 
has also almost closed. Much of it is owing to mismanagement. 
Not because of the administration. And it’s also not because of the 
environmentalists, even though they’re continuing their attempts. 
But they don’t have the ability or power to shut down the companies. 
Besides there are more Eloor people working with and in the 
companies than there are with the environmentalists. These employees 
are from here itself you know, they aren’t outsiders. They can’t be 
ignored.

Similarly, Travancore Binani was a profitable company here, you know. 
But the management went and invested all the money in Canada or 
somewhere, so they didn’t have any money to spend here. Anyway 
doesn’t look like Zinc production will happen here anymore, but we 
are hearing that there might be changing production lines into slaked 
lime or cement or something. They have sent away all their employees, 
and given them compensation; but if they restart, they could re-enter 
employment. But it’s been five years, so the old employees have gone 
to the country side to look for work, or entered construction work 
elsewhere.

 What was the process by which you cancelled the license? Was everyone 
on board with the decision?

Everyone was in support of the decision. It was a unilateral decision. 
We had majority, so we could have gone ahead anyway, but instead we 
explained the seriousness of the situation to everyone concerned, and 
convinced them. Knowing that the Panchayat committee meeting was 
going on, all the people from the area were waiting outside, waiting for 
the decision. There was fear in the air. If we’d taken a decision against 
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them, we’d have gotten beaten up when we went outside into their 
midst! We supported them, and took a decision in their favour.

Was there a lot of people’s support for the decision?

Not only for that. Like I’d said, the PPC had brought people together, 
regardless of their gender, political party, caste and religion, to work 
together to draft and implement policies. So we could get a lot done.

Did you also get an opinion from the scientific community on the Merchem 
issue?

We called mostly CUSAT scientists, they conducted several tests and 
it was based on their opinions and suggestions too that we moved 
forward.

How did the idea of cancelling the license get mooted?

Like I said, the company itself is responsible for it. They had promised 
us a lot of things; that there would no toxic effluents, there would 
be no pollution, there would be no dust, no smoke and so on - and 
that’s how they’d gotten the license in the first place. It’s after that that 
they destroyed the area. That’s why we quickly resolved to shut them 
down. And the public was hugely in support of it. We received a lot of 
congratulatory responses from them.

What was your government’s relationship with the environmentalists?

We have never tried to keep them out of this whole process. For 
instance, many of our resource people came from the KSSP, from 
universities, and they all supported us. We worked with them, and 
coordinated with them on all our projects.

Then, for drafting our policies, we also had resource people from the 
Panchayat -level, Block level, District level….and we coordinated with 
all of them, in our work. Then we would get the necessary sanctions 
from the District Planning Committee, and then we’d take up the 
implementation. We would show our income, our aid, all of the 
necessary details. We had a huge hall that could seat about 300 people 
comfortably in the Village Office. We’d call all the stakeholders together 
there for discussing projects, by dividing people into groups. People 
brought up different issues from places where they lived. Then we’d call 
a Panchayat Committee meeting, make any necessary modifications, 
then send relevant suggestions to the Block Panchayat committee, and 
then on to the District panchayat committee.

Out of our five years, we only really got four years - it was only in our 
second year that PPC was implemented. The Kerala Institute of Local 
Administration gave trainings to Panchayat members, vice-presidents, 
presidents, and they’d conduct all sorts of camps, related to agriculture, 
industry and more.
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What are your thoughts on the way Eloor has grown?

The current situation isn’t a happy one. All sectors have slowed down. 
There are no significant development projects being undertaken in any 
area. We only have the land that we brought during our government.

They haven’t been able to buy up a single additional inch of land. They 
haven’t constructed a single additional building. Nothing’s happening 
anymore. Remember I mentioned that we built a health centre with a 
facility for more beds? It still hasn’t happened. And how many years has 
it been! There are a lot of things that can be done.

There are a lot of obstacles too, from the environmentalists, anti-
development people, all their propaganda and work, and others! 
But during our time, we overcame all of this and went forward. Our 
strength was the support and unity of all the people. I’m not boasting 
about my government, but if you ask anyone, they’ll tell you that a 
panchayat Committee like the ‘95 one, they have not been able to show 
anything like it till now! Ask anyone. Even when people see me now 
they say, “Presidentey…” - they still call me President - when will those 
good old days like the ones we had come again?

That old unity is lost...now it’s all debate and contention, which is 
entertaining and easy! Now people don’t accept any developmental 
activity. For instance, take Kalamassery Municipality. CPM is relentlessly 
fighting against the Municipality. We didn’t have any such issues.

Why don’t these Municipalities have the support of the people anymore?

It won’t happen by itself, right? The authorities should be interested 
in cultivating it too. Only then will they think about how to go about 
it, creating the necessary arena and space for it. After we became a 
Municipality, many of the discussions, planning, development work, 
and policy work that happened when we were a Panchayat is not 
happening any more. They just use some of their particular authority 
and power and get by with their everyday activities. They are no longer 
interested in the locals’ community, or their co-operation. All they are 
interested in is becoming Chairman, or Chairperson, that’s all they’re 
interested in. And that’s pretty much the case with most of the old 
Panchayats now.

So there were more opportunities to work with the people when you were a 
Panchayat?

Most certainly. We could take them into confidence and they could 
trust us, and they gave us their love and respect too. Which meant we 
could do a lot more things. Now these people don’t see things that 
way. They don’t really know anything that’s going on here. All they 
know is that some people are showing up in the name of Municipality 
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Committees and all, going, coming, and doing something or the 
other. Everything has become more individualised. They hide behind 
a smokescreen of some minor paltry handouts, they create huge 
publicity around it, and nobody asks what is really going on, and things 
go on like that. There’s no authenticity. One of the latest news I’ve heard 
is about the Manjummala Ayurvedic Hospital, which is a lovely space 
that we’d developed, land we’d brought at great cost, with buildings 
by Costford. After we started it, do you know how many people 
come there for treatment? There was a great flow of people, excellent 
treatment. Apparently they’re going to shift location to elsewhere, and 
sell off the land. The thing is, that’s one of the most trusted hospitals 
around.

Aside from it, there’s a Health Centre, and the Homoeo Hospital. There’s 
also the St.Joseph’s Hospital. It used to be a renowned hospital, but 
now most of the older doctors have left, and not enough facilities. Not 
many people go there. Some of the companies have certain health 
schemes for their employees there. Now there’s Aster Medcity, and 
Amritha Hospital, so some people go there. But people really count on 
the Ayurvedic Hospital. People should go and oppose this move, that’s 
the only way it can be stopped. Otherwise it will go.

Do people not participate in Ward Sabhas and bring these things up?

Most of these things happen in secret, right? People find out about 
it only after everything is done and dusted, after it is too late to do 
anything. I have told people that we should not let things go to that 
state. I cannot take on a leadership position again in my lifetime. I can 
only watch with a lot of grief as this process unfolds.

 Was there more agriculture during your time?

Not a lot, but yes, in some areas. But the Kuzhikkandam creek I  
mentioned earlier? It’s a huge creek. During our ancestors’ times, 
they used to bring provisions from far-off places by boat, and it 
flowed right up to people’s houses. Slowly everything shut off. Then 
all the pollution from HIL, IRE, Merchem, FACT, all of it destroyed the 
creek. One branch of the creek goes to Vadakkambhagam, one to 
Thekkumbhagam. The latter flows into a lagoon, and then out to the 
sea. The Vadakkumbhagam branch spread all over the area, polluted 
everything in the area, and destroyed all the remaining agriculture. 
Now some people are buying this toxic land, levelling it with soil, and 
using it for some community purposes.

So there isn’t a chance for agriculture to come back either, right?

No, not really. All that’s really happening is within people’s kitchen 
gardens. There are some attempts by some residence associations, but 
no extensive agriculture as such.
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So the land prices there must be affected?

Yes, the prices in those areas are quite low. But the demand is going 
up a little now, because of that. People buy up huge swathes of land, 
several acres, lay down a layer of soil, plant coconut plantations, and are 
changing the image of the place, giving it a makeover. That’s the sort of 
development that’s happening now.

Also, godowns are a major thing here now. Any ward that you go to has 
so many godowns!

So there might not be so much pollution, but everything’s behind very high 
walls?

Yes, and not too many people around either. That’s how things are 
going on. There at least 100 godowns here now.

The IAC Company (a Canadian Aluminim Company) shut down their 
huge plant here. Because they couldn’t take the rise in electricity 
prices. When they first came in the 1930s, you wouldn’t believe it, they 
were promised current at 4 paisa per unit by the government. Now it’s 
become 3 to 6 rupees. Same thing’s happening to TCC. There was once 
even a plan by MKK Nair to turn Eloor into a chain of industries, buy up 
Kadungalloor Panchayat as a whole, and create a housing colony there 
for everyone evicted from here. But unfortunately it fell through. Some 
people cheated him.

What do you see in the future of Eloor?

I see its topography and geography changing a lot, the number 
of godowns increasing, industries waning, unemployment rising. 
Especially with the Central Government schemes that have come 
through, like doing away with permanent labour, and replacing it with 
contract labour. Things under Modi are changing very fast. One can’t 
say for sure, but the situation now is certainly creating a cause for 
concern. Things are going to change, and not for the better.  
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Purushan Eloor, 51 years of age.Environmental activist. 
Livelihood: builds small eco-friendly houses on 
a contract basis. The struggle to save the fatally-

poisoned river Periyar, the shattered eco-systems, and 
ailing humanity have taken up more than half of his half-
century on this earth.

Periyar is the lifeline of central Kerala. The sole water 
source for lakhs of people. The residents of Kochi, too, 
obtain their drinking water from this river. Purushan’s 
native place, Eloor, is on its banks. The centre of the largest 
industrial hub in the state. There are 282 factories in Eloor 
and the neighboring Edayar. Of these, more than hundred 
produce chemical products.  ThePeriyar brings with it the 
noxious pesticides from the cardamom gardens of the 
Western Ghats at its start and all the waste from nearly 
ten municipalities and over forty village panchayats. 
Just before it merges with the Kochi lake, it turns into a 
river of deadly poison. Industries which draw amply on 
the Periyar’s waters return to it untreated toxic waste. 
In the August of 2004, a committee appointed by the 
Supreme Court of India to investigate the dangerous 
chemical poisoning at Eloor arrived there. The members 
were shaken by the state of affairs there. They observed 
that even the tough legislation of 1989 seemed to be 

‘THEY TRY TO 
WEAR US DOWN’: 
INTERVIEW WITH PURUSHAN ELOOR

M Suchithra
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ineffectual at Eloor.  They even demanded that some industries be 
shut down immediately. The Kerala State Pollution Control Board 
(KSPCB) begged for more time to implement the legislation. On the 
recommendation of the Supreme Court’s monitoring committee, a 
Local Area Environment Committee (LAEC) was set up to observe the 
industries at Eloor. Purushan was a member of the LAEC.

Purushan is familiar with every single factory at Eloor, working 
or closed. He is a walking databank on their impact on the river. 
The organization of which he is the Research Coordinator, the 
PeriyarMalineekaranaVirudhaSamity (PMVS), closely observes how each 
factory works and documents it. 

This activity is enough to rouse the ire of corrupt officers and politicians 
who consider themselves above the law. They have been hand-in-glove 
with the police over the past one year in their attempts to destroy 
Purushan’s reputation and the work of the PMVS.

The latest episode in the tale of hounding and harassment is just 
unfolding. Yet another court case.Filed by Cochin  Minerals and Rutile 
Ltd (CMRL), a private firm. It claims that Purushan forged documents 
against them, in the name of the Kerala State Pollution Control Board. 
The first accused, Shibu Manuel, Secretary of the organization Green 
Action Force, was arrested in December 2017, and could secure 
bail only after seventeen days. Purushan is the second accused. The 
charge is that he passed on ‘forged documents’ to Shibu. Purushan 
has approached the court to quash the First Information Report(FIR). 
He has also moved for anticipatory bail. Below is an interview with 
Purushan.

MS : What is the truth about the charge about forging documents?

PE:  It is completely baseless; this is a false case. The document they 
claim to have been forged is actually the report prepared by the head 
of KSPCB’s  Environment Surveillance Centre at Udyogamandal, the 
environmental engineer, D Chithrakumari.

MS: What is the report about?

PE: It is about discolouration in the thePeriyar. The Periyar had 
changed colour on July 20-21 2011. An inspection was held upon 
complaints made about it and the report was prepared. It was based 
on observations made between July 20 and August 9, 2011. It is a ten-
page document, including the covering letter. It was submitted to the 
Member Secretary, KSPCB, on 12 August 2011.

MS: What does it say?

PE: It identifies chemical wastes from CMRL to be the major cause of 
colour change in the river, and asks for action against the polluters. 
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The report ends thus: “It is concluded that the cause of discolouration 
in the Periyar is due to the illegal discharge from the premises of M/s 
CMRL through their unauthorized outlets. Hence it is requested that 
necessary action may be initiated against the firm from the office.” 

In 2006, following the discharge of a huge quantity of effluents 
by this company into the Periyar, the SC’s monitoring committee 
had intervened and recommended to the KSPCB that this factory 
should not be permitted to continue unless it moved from wet to 
dry processing in production. The 2009 report of the Kerala Science, 
Technology and Environment Council mentions that the discolouration 
noticed in the Periyar in 2007 December and 2008 March were caused 
by the dumping of chemical waste by this firm.

MS: Did Chithrakumari send a notice to the company after the inspection?

PE: Yes, she did. The inspection was on 21 July 2011, and the notice was 
sent the next day. Later, on August 12, 2011, the report titled Report 
Regarding the Discolouration of River Periyar was submitted to the 
Member Secretary of KSPCB. Now we have been accused of forging 
that document. 

MS: How did you and Shibu get entangled in this case?

In 2007, Shibu Manuel had filed a Public Interest 
Litigation(PIL) in the Kerala High Court against 
industrial pollution at Eloor. It was not a 
complaint against any particular company; 
rather it was a plea to end industrial pollution 
of the Periyar in general. That was ongoing 
when I got Chithrakumari’s report and the 
letter she had sent the company. I gave 
these documents to Shibu. He used it to 
make his case stronger. The documents 
were submitted before the court in 2012. 
He had also mentioned to the court that 
the documents were passed on by me.

MS: Where did you get the documents 
from?

PE: From Chithrakumari herself.

MS: When, where?

PE: The very day it was submitted, 12 
August 2011. The Chairman of the KSPCB 
had called a meeting at their Ernakulam 
Area office to discuss industrial pollution 
at Eloor. It was attended by environmental 
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activists, leaders of the fisher folk and trade union leaders. She gave 
me the copies of her report and the letter there. Later we secured 
these again through an RTI request. On 22 January 2013, following 
a report in the MalayalaManorama that the files regarding industrial 
pollution at Eloor, including Chithrakumari’s report, were missing from 
the KSPCB office, Shibu secured certified copies of the report and the 
covering letter from the KSPCB’s Eloor office that very day. Later, an 
activist of an organization close to us, Janajagrata, Mr K K Muhammad 
Iqbal, also got copies of these using the RTI route from the KSPCB’s 
Thiruvananthapuram office. It was sealed and signed on each page by 
the then-Public Information Officer Thankappan Nair. He is currently 
the acting member -secretary of the KSPCB.

There are many cases against the industrial pollution of the Periyar 
pending at the High Court and before the National Green Tribunal 
(NGT). CMRL had received a notice from the KSPCB on 26 September 
2016 for discharging untreated waste water through rainwater 
drainpipes into the Periyar on 23 September 2015. On the basis of this 
notice, we filed a writ petition in the NGT praying for pollution control 
mechanisms to be installed in the company citing Chithrakumari’s 
report as evidence for its history of pollution. In their petition as well 
as statement, CMRL has not questioned the report. Also, the case filed 
by Shibu Manuel in 2013 had also been shifted to the green court. The 
KSPCB too has not till date said that the report is a forgery. If it really 
were, why was it silent so long?

MS: If documents submitted to the court were fake, that should be proved 
in court. Surely, if any action is necessary, the court ought to be directing 
it? How come the arrest and police case and such things happened in the 
middle?

PE: That’s what we are asking too. The hearing on Shibu’s bail plea 
took three whole days. The Prosecution insisted that since the second 
accused is free, the first accused should not be granted bail.

MS: Did not the police obtain Chithrakumari’s statement?

PE: That was the catch. Apparently she stated before the Magistrate 
that she had not prepared such a report. She has signed the covering 
letter but not each page of the report.

MS: Why would she have given such a statement

PE: She was an upright official. That’s why she produced such a report 
and sent the company the notice, of course.  She is probably being 
threatened or under pressure. I don’t know what happened, really. One 
thing is certain: there is a powerful conspiracy to attack environmental 
activists. That didn’t start now or just yesterday. The last five years, we 
have seen it.  Shibu’s arms and legs were broken; no one knows who 
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did it. Maybe a quotation-gang of criminals, thatbs what Shibu thinks. 
This was just after we exposed the secret outlets through which CMRL 
was discharging effluents into the river with the help of diving experts. 
We raised R 8,00,000to treat him. In 2012, there was a wave of slander 
against me and an investigation too.

MS: What was that?

PE: I was accused of anti-national activity, fostering links with Maoists, 
obtaining large funding from abroad, buying up coffee plantations and 
resorts in Wayanad. Once I was interrogated continuously by the local 
police, the Crime Branch, the Special Police, the National Investigation 
Agency (NIA) and the Narcotics Wing!

MS: Whose complaint was it?

PE: The State Government ordered the investigation. On the basis of 
a complaint filed by the Standing Council of the trade unions – the 
CITU, INTUC, AITUC, BMS , all of them are part of this Council. The size 
of the complaint itself is shocking – so big it is. The patrons of the 
Council include even Ministers. MLAs and MPs are its executive office-
bearers. The Council was originally formed to settle disputes about the 
electricity tariff applicable to the industries quickly. They cooked up 
stories about us receiving huge sums from abroad as funding, posting 
images that insulted the national flag on Facebook, of having ties with 
terrorist organizations in Pakistan and banned groups like SIMI in India, 
of taking part in camps organized by these groups. They pasted posters 
and set up flex boards insulting us throughout the length and breadth 
of the state. A press-meet was held at the Ernakulam Press Club against 
me, and news about me appeared regularly in a noon-time sleaze 
sheet. This paper was not even registered. Then they approached the 
Chief Minister OommenChandy for an investigation against me. That is 
how it started.

MS: Does your organization receive foreign funding?

PE: No. Ours is an organization of ordinary people. We have been 
around since the early 1990s. The organization was formed in 1998. 
That was after the Periyar turned red in colour and a massive fish-kill 
followed. We are people who swallow the bitter consequences of the 
fatal poisons that many factories discharge recklessly. The pollution 
affects not just the Eloor-Edamalayararea, it also affects the nearby 
village panchayats, the people and the fisher folk, especially, there. Our 
meetings and struggles are organized through our own contributions. 
We are all people who live by the sweat of our labour.

MS: Let us come back to the allegations. Did you insult the national flag in 
some way?
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PE: No. That was a deliberate attempt to paint me in anti-national 
colours. To achieve that they dragged a friend of mine, Muhammed 
Ali, needlessly into the mess. He is from Eloor, a longtime friend. Like 
me, he too has a communist family background. He works in Dubai. 
Till his migration he was an activist of the CPI(M), and worked in the 
Library movement. The allegation was that he shared images on his 
Facebok page that insulted the Indian national flag and spread slogans 
like ‘I love Pakistan’. Imagine, the FIR said that he was close to Pakistani 
nationals at his workplace and so was likely to be engaged in anti-
Indian activities! Slandering someone working far away just to trap me!

MS: Did you share or post or like something of that sort on Facebook?

PE: Never. Not me, not Muhammad Ali. And not just that I haven’t even 
visited such websites even for just curiosity’s sake. The funny thing is, 
the Standing Council even submitted to the Crime Branch even print-
outs of the photos allegedly shared by us.

MS: How could that be?

PE: They just created those images. By themselves.

MS: That’s a cyber crime.

PE: Yes. This was a great shock for Muhammad Ali. He has filed a case 
against the State Government and the Crime Branch in the High 
Court praying for quashing the FIR with crimes he never committed. I 
complained to the cyber cell too.

MS: And?

PE: After examining the history of our activity on Facebook, eight 
months later, the cyber cell declared our innocence. Because the 
allegations were so serious we demanded to know the source of those 
images.  Later Google and BSNL let the cyber cell know that they were 
made in a computer inside the office of CMRL.

MS: Didn’t you ask for action against the company? What stand did the 
government take?

PE:  The government was embarrassed. Later in the High Court, 
the government stated that there was no anti-national content in 
Muhammad Ali’s Facebook page. I complained to the police against the 
company. After six months of investigation, they said that there was no 
evidence against it.

MS: Are you being bothered by any other companies?

PE: In the past twenty years, we have complained against many 
companies but none have targeted us individually, like CMRL.

MS: Why is this?
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PE: They have money and political influence in plenty. From 2011 
they have been organizing meetings and demonstrations against 
environmental activists. Most leaders from major political parties 
and trade unions have spoken against us here – PinarayiVijayan, VS 
Achuthanandan, KanamRajendran, Ramesh Chennithala, and others. 
They depict as anti-development and the enemies of the workers.  That 
we have a vested interest in closing down factories here and helping 
some foreign countries. The sole political leader who came here and 
spoke for us was VM Sudheeran. That we will not forget. V Muralidharan 
of the BJP who was invited here by the trade unions for a Save-Factories 
conference also did not insult us. That must be acknowledged.

MS: It is a real pity that political parties still neglect environment 
conservation even though the effects of climate change are already 
palpable. What do you think?

PE: Right, they claim that environment conservation is an extremist 
position. During the elections, they would include it in their manifestos. 
But they will do nothing. They still cling to utterly outdated notions 
of development. Whoever gives them more funds, they receive 
support. For that, they set workers against environment activists. Will 
the pollution not affect workers and their families as well? Isn’t water 
necessary for factories? Don’t we need other natural resources? In truth, 
it is those who are committed to workers’ rights who ought to raise the 
slogan of protecting the environment. These people have no concerns 
beyond winning elections, power, and their party’s continuing grip. Will 
anyone with a sense of the discussions happening across the globe dub 
environment activists extremists?

MS: Let’s return to this police case. Is there any other reason for them to 
target you?

PE:  Remember, the SC’s monitoring committee regarding hazardous 
wastes had visited us in 2004. I was a member of the LAEC formed here 
on its recommendation. At that time we had nabbed them several 
times for illegal activities. Their by-products are ferric chloride and 
ferrous chloride. Ferric chloride can be used to purify water and so they 
were selling it outside. Ferrous chloride was being dumped in the river. 
This is what caused the river to turn red. When the LAEC intervened 
strongly, they began to carry off the waste in trucks and dump it in 
open areas in Tamil Nadu. We caught them with that too.

There’s another reason why they are so vindictive to me. In 2008 they 
had submitted a proposal to clean up the Pampa river to the KSPCB. 
During the Sabarimala season the Pampa becomes highly polluted 
because of the fecal matter that accumulates. The proposal was the 
clean the water through sedimentation using ferrous chloride. The 
sample project was accepted. This was treated as a major victory by 
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them. In 2009, the project was broadened somewhat. This too was 
celebrated as a victory. There were plans to scale it up in big way in 
2010. At this time, this information was passed on to me by some 
honest officers of the KSPCB. They pointed out that CMRL’s ferrous 
chloride contained very high levels of lead, cadmium, chromium, and 
other heavy metals, and this project would lead to chemical pollution 
of forests and affect wild animals and biodiversity.

On the basis of this, we formed a fact-finding committee and analysed 
samples; the presence of heavy metals were dangerously high in them. 
We reported this to the government and the government abandoned 
the project. CRML had a plan to extend the project to other rivers in the 
state as well. That collapsed. This might have angered them too.

MS: It is known that there was change for the better when the LAEC 
worked. What is the situation now?

PE: Now there is no such committee. Things are back to bad. Only 
public sector institutions are retaining the positive changes made 
at that time to some extent at least. Some private sector industries 
that had begun to improve significantly then have regressed to 
being polluters again. Who’s there to be afraid of, they think. The old 
arrogance is back. They continue to discharge fatal pollutants into the 
river.

MS: Is there any change in the working of the KSPCB?

PE: Has there ever been such a change? Corruption is the hallmark 
of the KSPCB. Like earlier, they still send some warnings to erring 
industries. That happens on one side, but nothing substantial will be 
done to stop pollution. It is possible that some of the worst polluters 
may receive green awards from the KSPCB! The CMRL received the 
green awards precisely when the Periyar was flowing reddish.

I am not saying that all officers working with the Board are corrupt. 
There are honest and sincere officers in it.  But they are not allowed to 
act. M Pradip Kumar, who was the head of the Surveillance Centre at 
Eloor a year back was one such officer. He had recommended action 
against violators; his interventions were very positive. However, the 
chairman of the KSPCB, K Sajeevan, filed a criminal case against him.

MS: What criminal case?

PE: That he was conspiring with some activists of the PMVS to close 
down some factories. He was transferred out of Eloor too. If you get 
punished for doing your job well and on top, get saddled with court 
cases, will you do anything well? The message sent out by the Board 
to its officers advises them to take their salaries and write favourable 
reports for companies.
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K Sajeevan has been the chairman of the KSPCB for the past eight years. 
His term was extended four times. This was surely not because another 
person was not available? Governments change but his position does 
not. Now he is busy reducing the standards necessary for factories to 
secure approval from the the Board. Earlier there were 16 parameters; 
in recent permits those have been reduced to to seven. This has let 
many private companies escape the law. Legislation to protect water 
and air, the environment protection legislation, the laws dealing with 
the handling of hazardous waste – these are all strict laws. There should 
be no relaxation at all in the parameters regarding pollution. But that 
is what the Board is doing. This corruption will never be tackled by the 
government, be it UDF or LDF.

MS: Has the PMVS ever demanded that the CMRL or any other factory, 
should be closed down?

PE: No. All we have asked is that the laws to curb pollution be strictly 
implemented, that mechanisms which use the latest technology be 
deployed to end pollution, and that violators should face criminal 
proceedings. The workers hate environment activists because of 
slogans that urge the closing down of factories.  But pollution affects 
the bodies of workers too. When one sees oneself and one’s family 
suffer endlessly from diseases, when one notices that a majority of the 
people here have lung-ailments, when children fall prey to the deadly 
consequences of pollution, when foetuses are born malformed, when 
pregnant women abort spontaneously, one does feel like demanding 
the closure of factories. But that is not what needs to be done, I think. 
It is possible for sure to re-organize and diversify industries making 
sure that employment is unaffected.  For example, a public sector firm, 
Hindustant Insecticides Ltd (HIL) has been producing highly poisonous 
insecticides like DDT since more than half a century. The Stockholm 
Convention of 2001 had decided to stop its production altogether 
in all parts of the world.  Most countries now do not produce this 
toxic chemical. Very few factories produce it anywhere in the world 
now. One of them is our HIL. Why should it continue in the same way 
forever? There is a need to move away from old and worn approaches 
to products and production. The possibilities of employment are only 
likely to grow that way. Because we do not demand the closure of 
factories, many environment activists oppose us.

MS: Scientific knowledge is absolutely necessary when intervening in issues 
of chemical pollution, but science is not democratized yet. Do you think 
this is an obstacle?

PE: No. Science cannot be the monopoly of a few. It cannot be confined 
to labs and research centres either. I have not studied chemistry or 
physics in college. I just have a degree in economics. I used to be an 
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activist with the Kerala Sastra SahityaParishat [the People’s Science 
Movement in Kerala]. That is my sole exposure to science.

But when you intervene in some issue, you need to probe deeply and 
study. It is important to record all that we experience, just as much 
as we record all that we know. I became aware of this when I came in 
contact with the activists from Thanal in Thiruvananthapuram – Sridhar, 
Jayakumar, Usha, Shibu and others. When we [activists of the PMVS]  
intervened in this issue, there were moments at which the road ahead 
was not clear at all. After all we were not environmental scientists, 
engineers or experts. That’s alright, the Thanal activists assured us, just 
record all that you experience carefully. For example, today, the stink 
was like that of rotten eggs, the river was reddish in colour, and so on. 
We did that for six months, and gradually we realized how vital such 
documentation is. When we analyze this material later, there is much 
that we understand. Along with this, one must read more and more. It 
was also the activists from Thanal who showed us that local problems 
aren’t always just local and that they must be studied and grasped in 
the background of global happenings. I have learned much from my 
interactions with them. What is happening at Eloor…in India … in 
China, the US, and Europe … when we are able to connect these with  
our issues, it becomes more engaging. That more than thirty species 
of plants have vanished from Eloor is not information that someone 
supplied to us from outside. Butterflies have become exceedingly 
rare. The fishermen know what all species of fish have vanished. When 
we start studying, many appear who can help and guide us. That’s 
where networking becomes crucial. The distance between science and 
common people decreases.  Only that we must give ourselves fully to it. 
The backing of exact information boosts our confidence. That’s the case 
in any issue. When you engage in legal battles you cannot but know 
about the laws.

MS: Besides you, who are all active in your organization?

PE:  Not a single member who joined it twenty years ago has left it.  I 
see that as a big achievement. M K Kunhappan, YesudasVarappuzha, 
M ASakeer Hussain, Anvar C I, Adamkutty, SainuddinEdayar, Mahesh, 
M G Unni, lawyers like Ashkar, T B Mini and others too. Sakeer is 
the convener of the organization. Sainuddun documents each and 
every change in the river with his camera. Besides, Janajagrata, an 
organization that has been with us in every struggle since 2013.
Shameer, Muhammad Iqbal, SubaidaHamsa, and other activists of 
Janajagrata have given us the energy to keep going. Environmental 
activism does affect our livelihood.

MS: What would you name as the gains made by your organization?

PE:  We have been able to conduct 12 scientific studies of the 
chemical pollution in the Eloor-Edamalayar area.  This includes 
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studies commissioned by the Central and State governments, the 
Cochin University for Science and Technology, and the international 
organization, Greenpeace. What other place in Kerala has seen so 
many authoritative studies? These were made possible by our constant 
interventions and activism. Also, we have been able to implement the 
principle ‘Polluters Pay’ to a certain degree. A project of 26 crores to 
restore the Kuzhikkandam Creek, which is full of toxic chemical waste 
is ready. The Green Tribunal has instructed the central government to 
pay ten crores out of the twenty-six. The rest is to be met by the state 
government. The state government has demanded that the polluting 
industries should pay half of that.

Besides all this, the companies supply drinking water to about 3500 
families in the Eloor-Edamalayar area. They supply 500 litres daily.  
They had also begun free medical insurance in nine wards of the Eloor 
Municipality in 2009-10. FACT, Hindustan Insecticides, IRE, Merchem, 
Binani Zinc – these are the companies that foot the bill for this. When 
the UDF came to power, this was stopped. We have gone to court       
about this.

MS: What do the local bodies do on such matters? Do they take firm 
stances against pollution?Public health, drinking water, water resources, 
sanitation, agriculture and fisheries all come under the responsibilities of 
the local bodies? 

PE: We have been fighting against the pollution for long and the 
gains are the outcome of our struggles. The local bodies have not 
contributed anything in this. They are with the polluting factories.

MS: You’re fighting for fundamental rights such as unpolluted 
environment, air, water, soil, health, livelihood and the right to live in 
dignity. What’s the stance of the public? Are they with you? Do they support 
you? 

PE:  Many of them try to attend meeting that we call. Most of them are 
workers. They might not have time for environmental activities,.Even 
the members of our group are unable to go for work on the days of 
agitations and meetings. 

Over the years, I have realized that residents of Eloor-Edayar gram 
panchayats have come to terms with pollution. They were born and 
grew up in this place. They live here. They have been the victims 
of industrial pollution from the time of birth.Everyday they see the 
factories, smoke from the stacks,  experience the stench from the 
factories. Diseases related to pollution have always been there. If 
outsiders come to this place, they may not stand the smell even for half 
an hour. But we may not even notice the smell. Pollution has become 
a part of our life. The chances for having a strong and continuous  
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people’s movement  here are bleak. A few like us work continuously 
against pollution. Others sometimes join us and sometimes don’t. 
Many of the people take pollution as their destiny. “ What can we do 
other than suffering” is their attitude.  

MS: Have these false allegations and cases affected you?

PE: Surely. Because of these false allegations and trumped-up cases 
and all sorts of questioning, normal life has become impossible. It 
has affected my livelihood and income. Earlier my work was painting 
buildings and interior furnishing. From 2007, I started building eco-
friendly houses on a contract basis. My activism has been affecting my 
work and income negatively. I participate in not just the local anti-
pollution struggles, I have also been part of most democratic struggles 
in other parts of Kerala too. I support them and offer all the help I can. 
Public activism calls for all our energy and time, in truth. The family and 
work gets neglected, then. If you take up work on a contract, don’t you 
have to finish it in time? Many a time, that becomes impossible. I have 
had to give up many opportunities. I have financial problems. I manage 
only because my wife Litty works and has her own income; and she 
understands me. All this leads to serious mental conflict. I’ve been prey 
to many illnesses in the past five years. 

That’s exactly what our enemies want. To destroy us, no matter how. 
Whatever you may say, a new item appearing in a newspaper or in a 
TV channel does create a tiny doubt at least in people’s minds. “Hey, 
been hearing some things about you, is there any truth in all that?” 
– even some close friends have asked me that question. That makes 
me feel really sad. The Kairali channel has done four or five reports 
that seriously damage my reputation. Kalakaumudi weekly carried 17 
negative reports about me.

MS: Seventeen reports by a single weekly?

PE: Yes. I have copies of many of those reports. 

MS: But Media give good coverage to the Periyar pollution issues as well?

PE: For sure. All media, national and local, in Malayalam and English, 
have carried reports on the industrial pollution of the Periyar. If I 
remember right, it was Madhyamam Weekly that did a cover story 
on it for the first time. The title was ‘How 250 Factories Kill a River’. P K 
Prakash wrote it. The Mathrubhumi Weekly too has made it the cover 
story several times in the past few years. Malayalam and India Today 
have also highlighted the issue. There’s also a newspaper that hasn’t 
ever written on it.

MS: Which one is that?

PE: Deshabhimani.
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MS: Do you feel like leaving activism sometimes?

PE: Yes, very often. I often also feel like I want to live with peace of mind.

MS:  Someone as energetic as you feeling low?

PE:  I am telling you the truth. But I don’t think I will be able to move 
away. Conserving the environment is not something you can give 
up and move away from quickly. It needs commitment, long-term 
commitment, and you have to give your life. Whatever comes, one must 
face it. If I collapse, those with me will hold me up – I know. That’s what 
is called the collective. My belief and hope is that we will be able to be 
active in the public like we have been so far, and without our energy 
seeping away. 

[ The original Malayalam appeared in the Madhyamam Weekly,  
Vol 21, 1038, 29 January 2018, pp. 32-46]
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Toxic Blooms: The factories in Eloor have been releasing hazardous waste and effluents 
into the water and air for decades. The residents have to wake up to sights like these 
every day, which partly explains why their love affair with industrialisation is on the 
wane, but trade unions, local governanceand the Pollution Control Board itself continue 
to be powerful influences in keeping the struggling industries going.

ELOOR : A PHOTO ESSAY

Photographs : Anjali Gopan  
Text : Chithira Vijayakumar
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River Journeys: Sasi’s is now one of the last remaining boats that ferry people from 
and to Eloor across the river. There used to be a much larger ferry service on the island, 
but it was discontinued last year, since they were running at a loss. Now residents have 
to rely mostly on land transport, but the ferries were much faster and cheaper to use.
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Waiting : A boy dips his fishing rod and his hopes into the effluent-laden stream by the 
roadside. The local fishing community in and around Eloor has been facing mounting 
difficulties, with the catch falling owing to the toxic levels of pollution in the water

Fishing in the Chakkarachaal, as multi-hued and strong-smelling  
effluents flow steadily down the stream
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The ghosts of Binani Zinc: The looming shape behind the football ground of the Lower 
Primary School in Eloor is the 40-feet wall of highly toxic waste that Binani Zinc left 
behind when they left. The company folded abruptly; locals said that “one fine day, the 
company just turned off the main power switch, and left.” The chemicals keep leaching 
into the soil to this day, and the mud was green and bubbling on the day we arrived. 
Children always complain that their feet burn and itch after games on this field.  
They play here every day.
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What is the colour of poison? : Eloor is an exceptionally verdant island, which often 
confuses people whose imagination of polluted spaces is that of bleached and bare 
earth. Every time we visited Eloor with an outsider, they would ask, “Are you sure things 
are really as bad as people say they are? Everything looks fine here.” Local activists even 
remember a visit by the Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan, who remarked, “Ivide nalla 
harithaapa undallo!” (There is a lot of greenery here!) Of course, as several studies here 
show, chemicals such as DDT are present even in the grass, eggs and goat milk of Eloor.



117

Close Encounters: The dilapidated sign on the even-more decrepit building reads: 
‘FACT STORAGE TANK FARM. PRODUCT HIGHLY INFLAMMABLE’ This shed is right next 
to the bus stop at Companypadi, one of the main junctions in Eloor. There have been 
frequent leaks of Chlorine here over the years.
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BUDS School: The paraphernalia of the school for people with mental and physical 
disabilities, including chairs with restraints, and equipment to help children learn to 
walk up stairs, and support their spines while sitting.
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Exhaling into the sky: The view from the Pathalam Regulator-cum-Bridge.
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The Kuzhikkandam Thode:  Ground zero of pollution in Eloor. This creek flows right 
up into people’s homes. Birth defects and child mortality rates are exceptionally high in 
the homes along this creek. A young child had died a month-and-a-half before our first 
visit, just a few houses down from here. As one of the residents told us, “Infertility is one 
of the main issues here, but we rarely talk about it to researchers. People here find it very 
difficult to conceive. There are a lot of menstrual issues amongst youngsters as well – 
very painful periods, too much bleeding, too little bleeding, dysmenorrhoea, and so
on. I’m not able to conceive either, and it’s probably because I grew up here.” Her sister 
has had to abort two babies - one had fluid in the heart, and the other in the brain.
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What was left behind: A child’s toy, mattresses, and other domestic  
detritus, after the floods
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“Exploitation, Cheating, Injustice”:  A protest meeting by the FACT Retired Employees’ 
Association, to demand that the wages, arrears and benefits of more than 5000 
employees who worked there between 1997 and and 2001 be paid to them. One of the 
ex-employees said that all the profits went to the FACT management, while the workers 
were left high and dry. “What FACT did to us as exploitation, cheating, injustice,” he said

Things fall apart: Chaakkunni, who worked at FACT for 20 years, points to the 
dangerously large cracks in the ceiling of the FACT shopping complex building where 
he now runs a shop with his sister-in-law. The condition of the companies in Eloor is 
reflected in the infrastructure of the
town as well.
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Evening. Outside the corporation’s shopping complex, at Companypadi

Thampi, from Nadakkeparambil: The attitude of the locals towards researchers and 
journalists who come to Eloor has shifted radically in the past few years, as the failing 
companies are able to employ fewer and fewer people every year. Their hostility and 
suspicion has given way to them actively enabling research and study in the area. 
Thampi is a daily wage worker at a few of the godowns in Eloor. When he saw us on the 
street with a camera, he cycled over to us, demanded that we follow him, and showed 
us to some of the most heavily polluted spots in the area.
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‘Sweet Water’: Chakkarachaal, which translates to ‘Sweet Water’, was one of the most 
fertile fields on the island. The Pollution Control Board had repeatedly tested the visibly 
discoloured soil and bubbling mud here, and declared it unpolluted for years. Then, 
the blueprint for the Adani Gas Pipeline was drawn up, and since it would be passing 
right through Chakkarachaal, the company tested the mud to make sure the chemicals 
would not react with their pipes. Their tests came back saying the area is extremely 
polluted. “Adani found the pollution which the Pollution Control Board couldn’t,” laughs 
Jayaram, a student-activist from the area. He also tells us about watching as renowned 
environmentalist Claud Alvarez was handed a sample of water from Chakkarachaal. “He 
asked us very innocently, ‘Is this sample from a zinc mine?”
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A Sign of the Times: A sign on the wall of the Binanipuram Government High School 
beseeches you to ‘Have a Heart’, and avoid smoking, to protect your health.

The Commons: Migrant workers from Assam heading to the river.  
They use the water to cook, wash and bathe with.



Paathumma lives in the middle of a few abandoned fields which are now edged with 
orange, blue and black-coloured chemical run-off from several factories. She stands at 
her gate, after the floods.

The nets are no more : In 2015, it is estimated that the Periyar changed colour 44 
times, with at east 23 massive fish kills. The Chinese fishing nets, which used to be a 
ubiquitous presence here, have been slowly abandoned over the years, since the catch 
has been dropping steadily over the years. The final blow came with the floods, which 
washed away most of the bamboo structures, each of which cost about Rs.2 lakhs to 
build. Locals told us that the catch has fallen even more drastically after the floods.
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