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ABSTRACT 

Citizens act in many ways to fight the environmental problems they face 

including legal (filing of public suits), physical (the organization of actions of civil 

disobedience), lobbying (involving interest groups based on religion), negotiation 

(involving politicians or bureaucrats) and individually or a combination of these.  It is 

interesting to know whether these actions show some trends in the dynamics of 

environmentalism in Kerala. This paper makes an attempt to answer this question, 

empirically, in the case of citizens’ actions to protect environment and its outcome.  

The empirical analysis, based on 5 cases of citizens’ action from two districts in 

Kerala, show that their actions and the outcome are influenced by factors other than 

environmental awareness alone. Such influences include the religious attitude, attitude 

of political parties, vested interests and ego-conflict. The analysis leads to the 

conclusion that citizens’ action in solving an environmental problem is faced with a 

predicament of non-environmental social influences. 

 

KEYWORDS: Social Predicament, Environmentalism, Citizen’s Action, 

Environmental Protection, Environmental Sociology  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The failure of governments in providing services expected from it encourages 

citizens to act in many ways including the organization of agitations. Such actions are 

commonly seen today in many developing countries including India against pollution 

and environmentally damaging projects, where the public enforcement of 

environmental regulations is weak (V. Santhakumar, 2003). Hence one may define an 

environmental movement as organized social activity consciously directed towards 

promoting sustainable use of natural resources, halting environmental degradation or 

bringing about environmental restoration (Gadgil and Guha 2000). In this connection, 

Bas Wielenga (1999) warns that the same type of environmental action may fulfill 
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different functions, depending on the ideological and organizational framework in 

which it takes place. It means that the real motive and force behind   an environmental 

action or inaction therefore is enigmatic.  

The state of Kerala is known for the achievement of a relatively higher quality 

of life for its people, in spite of having a per-capita income, which is less than the 

average figure for the country. It is observed that a major factor for this achievement 

is the `collaborative and adversarial public action’ in the shaping of the state policies 

(V. Santhakumar, 2003). This public action was extended to environmental issues as 

early as the late seventies, when there was a notable movement against a major hydro-

electric dam namely, the Silent Valley project. (Guha 1988) There have been several 

agitations related to environmental problems ever since and this paper includes an 

empirical analysis of the outcomes of some of these agitations. The analysis indicates 

that in the present context of Kerala, the agitations in resolving an environmental 

problem is faced with a predicament of non-environmental social influences. 

Empirical Analysis: 

The cases of citizens’ action are randomly taken from two districts in Kerala. 

The cases considered here include the major ones that have attracted media attention, 

because the cases were selected on the basis of newspaper reports. Apart from 

collecting information from newspapers and other published sources, a key actor 

(most probably the person who led the agitation) was interviewed.  

 

Case A 

Stone Crusher Unit in Manjappra     

The increase in the large scale cement concrete constructions and the 

mechanisation has given rise to the mushrooming of stone crusher units in the rural areas 

all over the state. Stone crusher units are alleged to be causing air pollution by way of the 

superfine dust particles leading to skin and lung diseases among humans and animals 

(The Hindu, Dec 17, 2006). The working of the stone crushers cause sound pollution also, 

and if the stone crushing unit is adjacent to the granite quarry, the dynamite explosion 

causes severe earth tremors which leads to the disruption of the peaceful lives of the local 

population.  

Several protests and agitations were reported from all over the state during the last 

few years (The Hindu, Tuesday, Mar 01, 2005, and Sunday, Dec 17, 2006). It would be 
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worthwhile to examine the dynamics of such protests and its effects from a social and 

environmental point of view to assess the course of the environmentalism involved.  

Manjappra village in Alwaye taluk In Ernakulam district witnessed an 

agitation in 2005-06 against a powerful and influential entrepreneur who owned 

similar large and small scale industries in the district. The stone crusher unit was 

situated near the Malayattur range of the reserved forest. The area was moderately 

populated by traditional and immigrant farmers who were mainly Roman Catholics 

and Dalits.  The village has a number of similar small and medium enterprises owned 

by few people as the area was covered with large stretches of huge granite hills and a 

reasonable quantity of granite have been quarried with conventional methods and 

transported out daily. But the problem started when quarrying progressed in 70 acres 

using very heavy machineries like earth movers and tippers. Around forty big tipper 

Lorries were operating day and night from the quarry kicking up huge amount of dust 

into the atmosphere. The stone crusher unit also discharged superfine granite particles 

into the air.  Soon, people began to complain about the dust and sound problem and 

many have developed respiratory ailments. The Combined Expert Committee on 

Stone Crusher Unit at Manjappra (2006) reported the technology used for blasting the 

rocks were obtained from the Indian Navy and the quake caused by the blast was 

recorded as four in the Richter scale at Peechi. Number of houses was damaged by the 

tremor and the flying bits of granite.  

The tremor was the immediate provocation for the protest and the people 

started agitating against the company. The campaign was initially led by a local 

Ayurveda Centre and a voluntary environmental organisation. Soon, the Left wing 

political parties led by the CPI-M also joined the agitation to close down the quarry. A 

combined dharna was staged at the major junction in the village in which the local 

Member of Parliament and the District Secretary of the CPI-M participated. The 

entrance of the quarry was blockaded. The District Collector convened a meeting and 

appointed a three member expert committee with officers from the Pollution Control 

Board, The Centre for Earth Science Studies and a representative from the people. 

However, in a subsequent meeting of the Collector with the representatives of the 

agitators and the company officials in which the report of the committee was 

discussed, the political parties tactfully settled for compensation for the damages 

caused to the houses and certain regulations imposed on the company. The regulations 
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included the restriction of working hours of the crusher unit to 6’o clock in the 

evening and the maximum quantity of out put to 1600 tons per day. 

The  CPI-M stand of settling for compensation rather than having a political stand 

coupled with the ‘Development Mind-set’ have mitigated the  issue and the villagers were 

left with any other options but to reconcile on the pollution and the environmental 

problems which can impair their  peaceful life thereafter. The attitude of apathy of the 

middle class also in this issue was detrimental to the progress of the agitation. 

  

Case B 

Modern Rice Mills in Kalady 

Kalady village in Alwaye taluk and the Okkal village in the Kunnathunad taluk 

are the recent rice capitals of Kerala. More than twenty five modern rice mills are 

functioning in these villages and are the major source of revenue to the panchayats 

situated on the either banks of the Periyar River. Though rice mills are not heavily 

polluting industries, without proper pollution control methods, they also can create severe 

water and air pollution problems.   

It was in this context the move to establish a new modern rice mill in the Kalady 

village was thwarted by the timely intervention by concerned local people who have 

experienced problems by the already existing industries in the area. The area already had 

two modern rice mill factories, one stone crusher unit, one concrete hollow bricks 

manufacturing unit and a bone meal factory. About sixty to seventy families participated 

in the agitation against the proposed rice mill in the leadership of a retired school teacher 

and staged dharnas in front of the panchayat office alleging malpractice in issue of 

sanction to the mill and against the pollution in the area. The then panchayat president – a 

corrupt right wing politician - who has taken special interest in giving the sanction, could 

not press further because the agitators mainly belonged to the Christian community to 

which he himself belonged and hence politically he could not dare to forsake the votes 

from this area. The local vicar also was morally in favour of the agitation. Initially the 

entrepreneur and authorities have tried to snub down the protests with threats through the 

telephone and with the help of the police but the people were so adamant that no more 

new factories shall be allowed in the region. They formed a front named Navajeevan 

Janakeeya Munnani and moved the court and obtained a clear verdict to the effect that the 

proposed mill was within the impermissible limit of 150 meters and shall not be 

permitted.   
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Case C 

Modern Rice Mills in Okkal 

 The Chelamattom Pristhithi Samrakahana Samithi, Okkal, was formed to  protest 

against the water and air pollution caused by a number of modern rice mills and the 

automobile service station functioning in area. These establishments were illegally 

discharging untreated water into the ovunga thodu, an irrigation canal traditionally used 

by the farmers. As a result the wells near the canal became polluted, the agriculture 

operations suffered and the foul smell from the polluted canal made the life of the people 

difficult. (Hand-out published by the Convenor, Chelamattom Paristhithi Samrakshana 

Samithi, 26-1-2004) The protests included filing of petitions with the Kerala State 

Pollution Control Board, the Chelamattom panchayat and carrying out of dharnas and 

protest rallies. 

  In contrast to the agitation against the proposed rice mill in Kalady, the stir against 

the pollution problem caused by the already existing modern rice mills in Okkal, put up a 

poor show because of the lack of credible leadership, the fight was against a several mills, 

people themselves were divided on the basis of religion and politics and they were not 

ready to rise against someone who belonged to their religion even if   his factory caused 

problems. Moreover, the mill owners bribed the officials and the panchayat members to 

take decisions in their favour. Another inherent weakness of the agitation was the lack of 

true environmental awareness and its issues among the leaders themselves. For example, 

they did not consider the filling of three acres of paddy field in their area by real estate 

developers as a matter for environmental intervention and ignored the filling activities 

underway right in front of them.  

Similarly, when an entrepreneur who belonged to the Christian community, 

initiated to set up an ice cream factory which the residents feared would pollute the 

irrigation canal in the area, the Samithi tried to intervene. But it could not organise a 

protest because Christians in the area were not ready to participate in that move. On 

another occasion, an Ezhava entrepreneur who filled   up about one acre of paddy field to 

set up a plastic moulding company, the Samithi realised that they could not launch an 

agitation against the paddy field filling and the air pollution causing plastic factory 

because the Ezhavas in the area were not ready to oppose the project of one among them. 

These instances show that even the genuine environmental concerns may get diffused by 

religious or caste considerations. In this context, it may also be assumed that such fervour 
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can be appropriated by people with vested interest to stall an enterprise in the name of 

environmentalism. 

Case D 

China Clay of Madayippara 

Legends and history permeate Madayippara, an extended laterite hillock in 

Kannur, not far from Ezhimala that face the sea. For an outsider, this Plateau of 

around 1000 acres at 150 feet mean sea level with its shrines and remnants of 

historical ruins still gives off a sense of exotic feel. The slopes of the laterite 

formation is thickly inhabited because the slopes are well known for its clear sweet 

water, which is trapped by the porous laterite just like a giant sponge, later to be 

released to the numerous wells on the slopes. The water available in surrounding 

plains is saline as the place is very near the sea. The area is populated mainly by 

Hindu community. The ecological importance of the plateau has been brought out by 

several studies conducted by the Society for Environmental Education in Kerala, an 

NGO. The study revealed that the hillock is a haven for 260 plant species, 120 

butterfly species, several amphibians and bird species (SEEK, 1998). 

The agitations started when the people living around southern tip of the hillock 

realized that their wells were getting dried up and the paddy fields becoming polluted 

by the effluents from the public sector undertaking, the Kerala Clays and Ceramics. 

About 50 wells got dried up and 200 acres of paddy field were destroyed. Awareness 

campaigns and petitioning the authorities to stop the pollution and restrict the 

quarrying have started in earnest from 1994, without much success. But when the 

company hatched a project to mine the remaining 600 acres of the plateau, the 

agitation reached a new stage and a significant sections of local people with support 

of the NGO, raised their voice against the expansion project. Lobbying, legal and 

physical means were resorted to. Though, initially, the panchayat held by the CPI-M 

was in favour of the expansion, gradually took a political stand against the project. 

Finally, the agitation succeeded in freezing the expansion plan of the company.  The 

success of the agitation was due to religious attitude of the people coupled with 

subsequent environmental awareness with strong support of NGO.  

Case E 

The Man Who Planted Mangroves* 

 When Pokkudan started planting mangrove seedlings in 1989, at the age of 52, 

he was all alone. Environmentalists had not begun to pay attention to the destruction 
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of mangrove forests, the rainforests of the coastal ecosystem. The Coastal Regulation 

Zone Act had not come into force. Researchers had not begun to make a beeline to the 

pockets of wetlands in Ezhom village in Kannur district, where Pokkudan lived. 

Pokkudan went to school only till the second class. Born a Dalit, he has always tilled 

the earth for others. Yet, his understanding is far deeper than that of those who wear 

their academic knowledge on their sleeve. All his life, Pokkudan has lived close to the 

wetlands and, for over a decade, he has been collecting, preserving and planting the 

seeds of the ‘mad mangrove’ tree (long-fruited, stilted mangrove know as rhizophora 

mucronata).  

He had been an ardent Communist, a member of the Karshaka Thozhilali 

Sangham (agricultural labourers’ union). He was among the few who had spent a 

lifetime building up the party, locally. Yet, when he raised his voice against casteist 
discriminations within the party, the association became strained (C.Surendranath, 2002)  

After leaving the party, for almost a year, Pokkudan did nothing. He saw the 

monsoon storms drench little children as they walked to schools on narrow mud paths 

in the wetlands. The lashing winds often took away their umbrellas. The storm waves 

often destroyed the embankments in the paddy fields. Pokkudan knew from his 

experience in the wetlands that mangrove trees were the best buffers against winds 

and waves. When he was young, he had seen mangrove seedlings being planted along 

the chemeen kettu (mud-bunds that protect the traditional shrimp fields) in the 

kyppadu (brackish water wetlands where wet paddy and fish are cultivated). He and 

his three children began to plant the 3 km water front, all the way from Muttukandi up 

to to Pazhayangadi town. His wife thought him mad for his public labours. But real 

estate interests thought him evil. In just two hours of one afternoon in March,1998, a 

mob of paid men scythed through Pokkudan's mangroves. But he was not 

disheartened and kept on planting the mangroves. When they grew, people realised 

the beauty in creating mangrove forests. The media, the researchers, the 

environmentalists and the forest officials began to take note of Pokkudan’s 

achievements. With Pokkudan’s help, the Department of Forests set up a mangrove 

nursery of around 30,000 seedlings. Several arts and sports clubs began to organise 

campaigns to convince the public about the need to preserve mangrove forests.  

Recognition and fame in the form of awards and invitation to participate in 

title courtesy: ’The Man Who Planted Trees’ by Jean Giano governmental and 

nongovernmental programs have made Pokkudan a celebrity among the media and the 
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environmentalists. His autobiography, ‘My Life Amidst Mangrove Forests’ was 

published. The popularity developed a sense of ego and adamancy in him and when 

the effort to develop the road from Muttukandi to Pazhayangadi was started he 

objected the project even though it was destructive to only a few of the mangrove 

plants that he had planted. This made the local people and the panchayat member, 

who is a Dalit himself, against Pokkudan and his mangrove which finally led to the 

destruction of mangrove trees on the either side of the road. He lost the support even 

of the non governmental agency which played a major role in projecting him to the 

public attention as he baselessly alleged it with financial irregularities. As a result, 

Pokkudan failed to sustain the spirit of environmentalism and public support due to 

egoism and over publicity.    

 

CONCLUSION 

 This paper analyzed the outcome of citizens’ actions to protect their environment 

through agitations, filing court cases, negotiations, lobbying and individual initiative, in 

the context of the social background of the people concerned. These social aspects 

include the religious composition, involvement of political parties, class structure and 

even ego clash.  The empirical analysis showed that the following trends in the 

environmental activism can be identified (Table.1). These trends are in fact, can be truly 

detrimental to the genuine environmentalism.  

In the case of the stone crusher unit in Manjappra, the agitation was mitigated due 

to the lack of political stand by the political parties involved. In fact the political parties 

got involved in the agitation only on a later stage but they were able to direct the agitation 

in a different course. Another factor which determined the outcome was the fact that the 

unit was already   functioning and closing down an already functioning private 

establishment is not an easy proposition. On the contrary, the success of the agitation 

against the proposed rice mill project in Kalady can be attributed to the timely legal 

intervention by concerned local people who have experienced problems by the already 

existing industries in the area.  

 Agitations against environmental problems may not attain success when the 

agitators themselves were not aware of the real environmental issues as in the case of the 

protests of the people of Okkal and their activism could not make much impact due to the 

division of people on the basis of religion and politics. Religious fervour, on the other 

hand, can be favourable in deciding the fate of an environmental agitation. Proper 
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environmental awareness as a result of the actual experience of an environmental problem 

coupled with the strong support of a credible environmental organisation and religious 

lobbying were the factors that led to the freezing the expansion plans of a public sector 

undertaking in Madyippara. The individual initiative of planting mangrove plants in 

Ezhom points to the failure of the spirit of environmentalism as a consequence of ego-

clash and over popularity.  As a broad conclusion, one can say that citizens’ action in 

solving an environmental problem is faced with a predicament which is based on non-

environmental social influences. 
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Table 1: Citizen’s Action Against Environmental Problems: Some Trends from 5 cases from the State of Kerala 
 

 

Project/Activity 
and Location 

Demand Success/Impact Who were 
Protesting/Acting 

Nature of 
Actions 

Nature of Outcome 

New Expansion of 
Clay Mining, 
Madayippara, 
Kannur 

Against 
Expansion 
project 

Freezing the 
expansion plan 

Significant sections of 
Local people with 
support of NGO 

Lobbying, 
Physical, legal 

Success due to religious attitude  
coupled with  subsequent 
environmental awareness with 
strong support of NGO 

Stone Crushing 
unit/quarry, 
Manjappra, 
Ernakulam 

Against the 
Dust/Sound 
pollution from 
unit 

Company adopted 
some measures 
and allowed some 
compensation 

Some sections of local 
people with NGO 

Negotiation, 
Physical 

Agitation mitigated due to the lack 
of political stand by the political 
parties involved. 

New Modern Rice 
Mill, Kalady, 
Ernakulam 

No new Factory 
in their location 

Plan to start new 
factory was 
dropped due to 
action by local 
people 

Significant sections of 
Local People  

Physical, Legal  Success due to timely legal 
intervention by concerned local 
people who have experienced 
problems by the  already existing 
industries in the area  

Planting Mangrove, 
Ezhom, Kannur 

Initially no 
specific 
environmental 
awareness 
 

Ego clash leading 
to the destruction 
of mangroves 

Local people and 
panchayat against the 
planting in favour of 
road 

Individual 
environmental 
activity 

Failure to sustain the spirit of 
environmentalism and support due 
to egoism and over popularity. 

Modern Rice Mills, 
Okkal, Ernakulam 

Control 
pollution 

Initially followed 
some measures 
but continued with 
pollution 

Some sections of local  
People  

Negotiation, 
Physical  

Could not make much impact due to 
the division of people on the basis 
of religion and politics; lack of true 
environmental awareness.  


