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12 February 2005

Prof. Klaus Toepfer
Executive-Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)  

P. O. Box 30552,
Nairobi, Kenya
Fax: (254-624275/217119
  
Dear Sir

An appeal to prepare an  Environmental Impact Assessment for the proposed Sethusamudram Ship canal project
Centre for Environmental Justice is an environmental organisation working towards environmental good governance and environmental justice which is based in Sri Lanka.  We are very concern about the possible environmental impacts of the Sethusamudram Sea Canal project proposed by the Tuticorin Ports Trust of Tuticorin. The implications of this project might be detrimental to the Sri Lankan ocean resources and the land mass.

We believe that this project will have serious environmental repercussions on the Sri Lankan coast and waters which would attract the international legal regime envisaged by the United nations Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and South Asia Co-operative Environmental Programme ( SACEP). Therefore we believe that the Sri Lankan environmental concerns also need to be addressed in the Environmental Impacts Assessment Process. However, Sri Lanka will have no such opportunity since this EIA is done solely by the Indian Authorities. 

Today we are living in a global village. The environmental consequences go beyond the political boarders of the countries. Therefore the legal boundaries of the countries should not affect the concerns on the environment, nature and harmony of the civil societies in India and Sri Lanka. 

In this context we believe that the Indian Government especially TamilNadu state government and the Tamil Nadu Pollution control Board should consider the comments not only by the Indian citizens but also from the Sri Lankan citizens. We learned that the Tamil Nadu Pollution control Board is had public hearings on the 19th and the 31st of November on the EIA prepared by the National Environmental Engineering Research Institute (NEERI). 

People live in Sri Lanka have serious environmental and social concerns with regard to this project. We studied the EIA dated May 2004 very carefully, but unfortunately the text does not fulfil our concerns. It does not refer to the environment and /or the communities within the Sri Lankan territory. Therefore we state that this EIA have not adequately studied the overall impacts of the Sethusamudram Ship Canal project.
This area covers some best coral reefs which contribute to the both Sri Lankan and Indian biodiversity. This benefits fishermen of both countries to fishing in the Gulf of Mannar. Some reports suggest that 35% -70% of the fish stock for the Sri Lankan side comes from these coral reefs.

According to the EIA there will be dredging of over 80 million m3 sand and clay. Although there are proposals to deposit this dredged material in the Bay of Bengal and to create some lands in Pumban Island the fine particles will be deposited on the coral can easily damage the reefs which will affect the biodiversity and the fishermen.

Continues dredging during the operational phase will also create the same problems.  Sri Lankan scientists are in the opinion that these fine particles can travel long distance and this dredging can affect not only the vicinity of the construction site but also in other areas.

This EIA fails to study the impacts of the dumping of dredging material whether it deposits in the Bay of Bengal or in the Pumban Island.

According to the EIA report, due to dredging the bottom flora and fauna on an area approximately 6 km2 along the canal alignment in Adams Bridge will be lost permanently. Although the EIA suggest that this loss is very insignificant compared to the total area of 10,500 km2 of the Gulf of Mannar Marine Biosphere Reserve, when consider the continuous damage to the coral reefs from continuous dredging and by depositing the fine particles, this is very significant. 
This area is habitat to several species of whales, dolphins, turtles dugong and many other threatened species. Therefore serious investigation on the biodiversity in the area is very important. 
There are two circulations of water masses in the Bay of Bengal, the clockwise circulation of the south-west monsoon and the counter clockwise circulation of the north-east monsoon. Hydrological models shows that the sea water from Bay of Bengal or sea water from the western side does not cross over or hardly cross over due to the Adam’s bridge sand deposits. 

Sri Lankan scientist are in the opinion that the construction of the Ship Canal will damage this pattern and the changing of the water quality, water currents, temperature and  possible arrival of alien species may affect the biodiversity. 

This may also affect the wave height and which could result beach erosion in the both countries. “Tsunami” would have destroyed Mannar area, if we have had constructed this ship canal before.
Dumping of oil and grease and the waste material along the Ship Canal can damage the biodiversity too. This can affect the fish stocks in the area. This is already a problem in the existing ship route around Sri Lanka. 

Shallow water level will increase the risk of accidents.  Any oil spill can easily damage the sea bed and the coast due to the shallow nature of the bed. Navigation of oil tankers or ships contains chemical waste and material will increase the risk of damage. Sea turtle and many other species and the shallow water environment is highly vulnerable to oil spills. This aspect has not seriously considered in the EIA document.

As mentioned under the mitigatory measures it will not be possible to ensure that ships navigating in this region do not use such paints and anticorrosive agents on ship bottom which one known to cause damage to marine organisms. 
We do not think the mitigatory measure mentioned in EIA which state “A pilot should be trained or environmental watcher will board the ship to watch marine animals viz. turtle, dolphins, sea cow etc. in the region and navigate the ship safely avoiding any damage to this fauna” is possible.  
The ship navigation route will affect the fishermen in the area. There will be strict security zone along the ship canal. Both Sri Lankan and Indian fishermen will be affected due to this new condition. 

To our knowledge there are no adequate research done by the Sri Lankan side due to the restrictions which resulted of the civil crisis in the area. Therefore Sri Lankan scientists do not hold adequate data to consider the impacts and suggest any mitigatory measures. 
As we see the EIA is a draft document. We strongly believe that no decision should be taken based on this document. The proposal does not contain alternative proposals which is a lacking in the EIA procedure.

This does not include any risk assessment, a cost benefit analysis and a compensation package. Also this EIA does not contain a contingency plan and has not considered the worst case scenario. Therefore we believe that even the Indian citizens do not have adequate information to participate in a proper public hearing which is contrary to the principle 10 of Rio.

We believe that you also agree that environmental and social problems have no political boarders. Any damage to the natural environment and the life forms will affect the both countries.  

Therefore we urge the United Nations Environmental Programme to conduct an Environmental and Social Impacts Assessment together with the two countries for the proposed Sethusamudram Ship Canal project. 

An early reply is very much appreciated.

Yours faithfully,

Hemantha Withanage,

Senior Environmental Scientist/ Executive Director.

Centre for Environmental Justice

CC:
1. Prasantha Dias, Abeygunawardena, Interim Coordinator- South Asia Seas   Programme, South Asia Co-operative Environment Programme, No. 10, Anderson Road, Colombo 5, Sri Lanka.

2. Aneta Nikolova, Environment Affairs Officer, Environment Section, Environment and Sustainable Development Division, UNESCAP, UN Building, Rajadamnem Nok Avenue, Bangkok 10200, Thailand,
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