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Background: 

Vedanthangal Bird Sanctuary is the oldest bird sanctuary in the country. It is located in the 
Madurantakam taluk of Chengalpattu District in Tamil Nadu, India. The sanctuary is about 75 km 
from Chennai. More than 40,000 migratory birds from various parts of the world visit the sanctuary every 
year. Realizing the importance of this landscape, the British government established Vedanthangal as a 
Bird Sanctuary in 1858. 

The major occupation in this region is agriculture because of its rich hydrogeology. People in this region 

are actively involved in protecting birds coming to the area since ancient times. The local people 

appreciate the relationship between birds and the productivity of their crops even before the concept of 

wildlife conservation. Villagers near this sanctuary are very concerned about the sanctuary and they have 

taken many serious steps to avoid disturbance to the movement of birds. 

However, in January 2020, the Government of Tamil Nadu had sought the concurrence of the Government 
of India for its proposal to “reduce the boundary of Vedanthangal Bird Sanctuary from 5 km to 3 km, in 
which the first 1 km to be notified as Core Zone including main lake/tank and next 2 km boundary to be 
notified as buffer zone and to denotify the outer 2 km zone of the existing 5km.”  

Preliminary Field Inspection: 

In order to understand the importance of the 5 km radius for the bird sanctuary, a visit to the site was 
undertaken by a group of researchers on 8th July 2020. During the visit, industries such as Sun 
Pharmaceuticals, Ordain Healthcare, and Amco Batteries were found to be operating within the core 
region of the Vedanthangal WLS. The team found foul smelling rainwater running through the culvert 
across the road from Sun Pharma. It was found that pollution due to the effluent discharge from Sun 
Pharmaceuticals flowed via ground and surface water through a small pond called Sitheri to the Pudupet 
Thangal and Hanumanthakuppam Eri (tank) before reaching the Madurantakam Eri.  

Residents reported that farming in more than 1000 acres of well- and canal-irrigated cropland in 
Malaipalayam village has been abandoned because of water pollutionThey also mentioned that the bad 
water quality led to the decrease in the arrival of migratory birds in the sanctuary’s wetlands. Farmers 
have also reported cattle deaths and illnesses. 

Environmental Sampling: 

To determine the level of water and soil contamination in this locality, an environmental sampling exercise 
was carried out on 10th July, 2020. A group of 4 researchers from Community Environmental Monitoring 
and Chennai Climate Action Group undertook this process along with the assistance of a local resident 
and a laboratory technician. Three water and two soil samples from within Vedanthangal Wildlife 
Sanctuary (WLS) boundary were collected (Image 1). The groundwater sample (GW1) was taken from a 
well located in the downstream within 1km distance from the sun pharma; one surface water sample 
(SW1) was collected from the culvert where foul smelling rain water drained and the second surface water 
(SW2) sample from a location 50m downstream of a pond. The soil samples (S1 & S2) were taken from 
the shores of the two surface water sampling locations. 
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Image 1: Map showing the environmental sampling and direction of water flow, Vedanthangal. 

Findings: 

The test results revealed the presence of following four industrial solvents commonly used in drug 
production namely dibromochloromethane, dichloromethane, tetrachloroethene and toluene (Table 1). 
All are volatile toxins capable of spreading in air and soil, leading to varying levels of damage in humans, 
aquatic life and wildlife alike (Table 2).  

 

Table 1: Results of Water and Soil Sampling conducted within Vedanthangal Wildlife Sanctuary (WLS) 
boundary. 

* Spell of intense rainfall the previous day (09 Jul 2020). 

 

S.No 
Date of 

sampling* 
Sample Name Results Concentration  

1 10 Jul 2020 Groundwater (GW1) Dibromochloromethane  

Dichloromethane  

0.028 mg/l 

0.013 mg/l 

2 10 Jul 2020 Surface water (SW1) Dibromochloromethane 

Dichloromethane  

Tetrachloroethene  

Toluene  

0.024 mg/l 

0.011 mg/l 

0.016 mg/l 

0.086 mg/l 
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Table 2: Potential health impacts due to the compounds found in the samples taken within 

Vedanthangal Wildlife Sanctuary (WLS) boundary 

Compounds Impact on Human Health 

Tetrachloroethylene1 Short term exposure to Tetrachloroethylene results in mild central 

nervous system depression and on long term exposure it is said to cause 

more pronounced central nervous system effects, such as dizziness, 

drowsiness, perceptual distortion, and exhilaration; several 

developmental effects, such as eye, ear, central nervous system, 

chromosomal, and oral cleft anomalies; and inhalation exposures have 

been associated in female dry-cleaning workers with reproductive effects, 

including menstrual disorders and spontaneous abortions. 

Dibromochloromethane2 

 

Short term exposure to this compound tends to injure liver and the 

kidney. When exposed on longer term it seriously affects the brain, liver 

and kidneys. Also, in few scenarios they were reported to cause cancer of 

liver and kidneys. 

Dichloromethane3 Short term exposure is found to result in damage to the nervous system 

and to blood system and in exposure on long term found to result in liver 

damage and cancer. 

                                                           
1 https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/chemicals/tetrachloroethene.pdf?ua=1 
2 https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/phs/phs.asp?id=711&tid=128 
3 https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/water-quality/guidelines/chemicals/dichloromethane.pdf 

3 10 Jul 2020 Soil (S1) Dibromochloromethane  

Dichloromethane 

Tetrachloroethene   

Barium  

Manganese  

Silver  

0.017 ppm 

0.013 ppm 

0.011 ppm 

48.34 ppm 

08.32 ppm 

05.92 ppm 

4 10 Jul 2020 Surface water (SW2) Dibromochloromethane  

Dichloromethane 

Tetrachloroethene  

Toluene  

0.028 mg/L 

0.013 mg/L 

0.018 mg/L 

0.092 mg/L 

5 10 Jul 2020 Soil (S2) Dibromochloromethane  

Tetrachloroethene  

Barium  

Manganese  

Aluminium  

Silver  

0.018 ppm 

0.012 ppm 

73.97 ppm 

12.46 ppm 

0.22 ppm 

9.78 ppm 

https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/chemicals/tetrachloroethene.pdf?ua=1
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/phs/phs.asp?id=711&tid=128
https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/water-quality/guidelines/chemicals/dichloromethane.pdf


5 
 

Toluene4 Minor nervous system disorders such as fatigue, nausea, weakness and 

confusion were reported on short term exposure. And, more noticeable 

nervous disorders such as spasms, tremors, impairment of speech, 

hearing, vision, memory, coordination, liver and kidney damage; and 

Cancer were reported in long term exposure. 

 

Comparison to background levels: 

According to Dr. Mark Chernaik, Staff Scientist at US based NGO ELAW, "Guidance Document for 
assessment and remediation of contaminated sites in India by Ministry of Forest and Environment5 can 
be used to compare the results to screening levels or water quality guidelines from other jurisdictions. 
However, a results of comparison is not necessary in this scenario because finding these chemicals is itself 
incriminating evidence considering that we are talking about an illegal factory located inside a wildlife 
sanctuary”. 

Conclusion: 

All the four industrial solvents found in the water samples are found to have potential adverse impacts on 
human health. In specific, dibromochloromethane and dichloromethane is classified as a “probable” 
carcinogen. Sun Pharma has listed dichloromethane as a chemical used to manufacture the drug 
Tizanidine. Considering the locations of surface water samples and water flow direction from Sun Pharma, 
the four chemicals detected in the samples should have originated in the drug manufacturing facility.  
 
Recommendations: 

Based on the above findings, we recommend the following actions:  
 

1. Conduct a thorough environmental sampling in the locality to understand the level pollution 
here. 

2. Conduct a health camp to explore the pollution impacts on the residents in this region and 
provide medical care at the expense of the polluter. 

3. Compensation for affected persons for loss of drinking water sources. 
4. Compensation for farmers and livestock owners for loss of livelihood. 
5. To initiate and implement stringent pollution monitoring system in this locality. 

 
 
  

                                                           
4 https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxprofiles/tp56-c6.pdf 
5 https://hppcb.nic.in/NGT/Vol-II.pdf  

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxprofiles/tp56-c6.pdf
https://hppcb.nic.in/NGT/Vol-II.pdf
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Photographs from sampling locations 
 

Surface Water Sample (SW1) 

 
 

Surface Water Sample (SW2) 

 

Ground Water Sample (GW1) 

 
 

Soil Sample (S1) 

 

Soil Sample (S2) 
 

 
 

 


