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Introduction

We have seen and understood that the imperialist and capitalist countries, by the manner in which accumulate wealth and through their myths about development, caused a major threat to the planet. The depletion of the ozone layer and the proliferation of greenhouse gases, their consequences for global warming, the threat of a rise in seal level as a result of the melting of polar ice, the adverse effects of air and water pollution on all forms of plant and animal life are among the important threats. Under the circumstances in which it has become necessary to carry out bitter struggles to save the earth from these dangerous conditions, two more schemes have been put forward and adopted in the name of development and infrastructural improvements. If the two proposals are implemented, as their immediate consequences, the people of India and Sri Lanka as well as plant and animal life will inevitably face major ill effects. It should be noted that these two ruinous schemes will in the long run create major imbalances in our geographic environment. Hence it is important to take a closer look at the Sedhu Samudra Scheme.

The essence of the Sedhu Samudra Scheme is the construction of a massive canal by dredging the seabed, starting from Thoothukkudi in India past the bay of Mannar through the Palk Strait into the Bay of Bengal to allow the passage of large ocean vessels. 

It is understood that the Cabinet of the Indian Government has consented to the construction of this canal of 50 nautical miles length to enable the passage of 3000 tonne heavy ships. The fact that the Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh will lay the foundation for this canal on 1st January 2005 and that the scheme is expected to be completed by the year 2007 shows the extent of the interest that the Indian government has in carrying out the project.

Shipping companies have asked for the canal to be made 35 meters deep below sea level to enable the passage of large ships. It is understood, however, that the Commission for the Sedhu Samudhra Scheme plans to construct the canal to be 30 metres deep.

The fact that the initial expenditure for the scheme is estimated at fifty billion Indian Rupees gives a hint about the scale of the expectations of the Indian ruling classes and the big capitalists. While the ‘Dravidian’ parties of Tamilnadu, the ADMK and the MDMK in particular, are vying to claim credit for the expression of consent by the central government, the fisher-folk and environmentalists of Tamilnadu have expressed strong protest about the environmental effects of the scheme. Thus it is clear that the views of the ruling Hindutva capitalist classes and the ordinary masses about the scheme are diametrically opposed.

It should be pointed out here that no official views have so far been expressed by the Government of Sri Lanka or the parliamentary representatives of the people of the North or the LTTE about the geo-environmental, social, political and economic consequences for Sri Lanka, and in particular the Jaffna peninsula, Mannar Island and North Vanni. Minor organisations with environmental concerns and some newspapers have expressed views about the environmental effects of the project. The present writer, drew attention to the effects of the scheme in the political seminar organised by the New Democratic Party on 11th September 2004 at the at the Jayasinghe Hall of the Dehiwela-Mount Lavinia Municipal Council. The need remains, however, to keep the people of Sri Lanka and India clearly and well informed about the Sedhu Samudhra Scheme with far-reaching implications.

India, which is exercising hegemony over Sri Lankan sovereignty politically, economically, socially and militarily, will do its utmost to implement the scheme. The Sri Lankan government, without the least environmental concerns, would meanwhile concentrate on obtaining whatever possible economic aid from India by supporting the scheme. Since this is a matter that concerns the northern region, as evident from the matters of the Noraicholai coal power plant and the Upper Kotmale hydropower scheme, the government is most likely to exercise interest in blinding the ‘terrorists’ in both eyes. 

Environmental Effects of the Scheme

If the Sedhu Samudhra Scheme were implemented:

1 The sand and silt deposits around the Jaffna peninsula, the islands adjoining it, and Mannar will be rapidly drawn away by the fast moving ocean currents. This could lead to the submersion of these regions.

2 The region lying north of the line joining Puttalam on the west coast to Mullaitivu on the northeast coast consists of limestone layers of the Miocene period. The construction of a deep canal to the north of this region could cause changes in rock structures as well as the weakening of the limestone layers owing to groundwater pressure due to rain and effects of erosion, leading to settlement on a large scale.

3 Pressure variation between surface rain water, small tanks and groundwater and the change in equilibrium will cause water to erode the limestone as its seeps through to the sea. 

4 It is already known that there is a danger of seawater diffusing into the freshwater resources of the Jaffna peninsula. Under these conditions the construction of the Sedhu Samudhra canal will cause the water in not only the Jaffna peninsula but also in the Vanni region covering Mullaitivu, Kilinochchi, Mannar and Chilaw to turn brackish due to the effects of groundwater flow and the difference in density between seawater and rainwater. 

5 The red soil and the river soil deposits that formed as a result of thirty million years of natural chemical and biological processes will be eroded and washed to the sea.  As a result the fertility of the soil of the Jaffna peninsula and the Vanni will be destroyed.

6 The imbalance between rock, earth and water will affect the natural distribution of vegetation and fertility of the soil.

7 Similar effects will be also experienced in the southeast of India. The Kaveri valley, Ramanadapuram and Ramesvaram regions will in particular be severely affected.

Bio Environmental Effects of the Scheme

1 While the sea that surrounds Jaffna is shallow, the seabed extending from Mannar favours marine bio-diversity. The construction of the canal to the north of this region will alter the structure of the seabed and therefore the marine environment. Consequently the marine resources will get depleted.

2 Jellyfish from the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian sea will have further adverse effect on local marine life.

3 Since marine vegetation and plankton will also be washed away with the sand and river soil, the formation of corals will be hindered. 

4 Oil spillage from large vessels as well as vibration will lead to the destruction of micro organisms and small fish.

5 As a result of the above, migratory birds such as cranes and seagulls will move elsewhere.

Socio-Economic Effects of the Scheme

1 The fisher-folk of Mannar, Jaffna peninsula and adjoining islands will be affected. These people who were once displaced from the region by war will now be displaced for lack of livelihood. 

2 Since agriculture in the Jaffna peninsula will be affected, the peasants too will become displaced. A a result, public and private sector organisations there will be forced to relocate to the South.

3 The Indian fisher-folk who fish for three days in the week in the Mannar sea and the northern sea will, with the help of the Indian navy, be able to fish in these waters until the resources are fully depleted.

4 Oil deposits to the north of Mannar and the peninsula would tend to seep into the water. Besides, the Indian  navy will use the implementation of the scheme as pretext to establish a permanent naval base in the region, thus causing not merely the people of the north but of the whole of Sri Lanka to face military intervention, border disputes and aggression.

