
To 

Thiru M.K. Stalin 

The Hon’ble Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu 

Secretariat, Chennai 600009 

Copy: 

Additional Chief Secretary, Environment, Climate Change & Forests 

Government of Tamil Nadu, Chennai 600009 

Date: 14 February 2026 

Subject: Appeal to Protect the Kovalam–Nemmeli Wetland and Withdraw the Proposed 

Mamallan Reservoir 

Honourable Chief Minister, 

We write to you as ecologists, hydrologists, ornithologists, marine social scientists, and 

contributors to national and global climate assessments, including the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change. We urge the Government of Tamil Nadu to withdraw the proposed 

Mamallan Reservoir project in the Kovalam–Nemmeli backwater system. Scientific evidence 

— including Tamil Nadu’s own Wetlands Report Card and the Department of Environment’s 

newsletter publication on “Conservation of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services in the 

Lagoons of Tamil Nadu” — shows that this project will irreversibly damage one of the state’s 

most important coastal ecosystems. 

The Kovalam–Nemmeli backwaters are not an inland freshwater depression. They are a tidal-

marsh ecotone, hydrologically connected to the Bay of Bengal through the Kovalam and 

Kokilimedu inlets. The state’s own documentation of lagoon ecosystems (pp. 2–3 of the 

booklet you released) notes that: 

 lagoons and brackish wetlands depend on tidal exchange, 

 restricting tidal flow drastically alters salinity balance, water temperature, and 

circulation, 

 such restrictions “limit the diversity of marine life that can thrive,” 

 and brackish wetlands are among Tamil Nadu’s richest biodiversity habitats. 

These statements apply exactly to the Kovalam–Nemmeli marsh. The southern stretch at 

Mamallapuram remains ecologically vibrant precisely because tidal inflow continues. By 

contrast, the Nemmeli stretch — already partially cut off by roads and bunds — shows the 

early stages of lagoonal degradation visible in your Wetlands Report Card images. The 

science is clear: tidal restriction chokes marsh biodiversity and functionality. 

The Government’s publications identify lagoons such as Pulicat, Muthupet, and Kaliveli as 

critical ecosystems that  

 support benthic invertebrates, 



 enable rich fisheries and shellfish beds, 

 nurture fish and shrimp nurseries, 

 sustain migratory birds including flamingos, pelicans, and shorebirds, 

 and protect coasts from erosion and storm damage. 

The Kovalam–Nemmeli wetland mirrors these functions. Survey data and field observations 

show extensive seagrass patches, mudflats supporting migratory waders, and brackish 

habitats essential for juvenile fish and shrimp. Converting this ecotone into a freshwater 

reservoir would destroy all these functions within a single season. 

The project also poses significant hydrological risks. Your own EIA confirms that flooding in 

the western villages is caused by inadequate drainage at the Old Mahabaliburam Road 

blocking water-flow from the Kovalam sub-basin’s southwestern catchment, and at the 

Kelambakkam–Kovalam Link Road that severely restricts floodwater egress through the 

Kovalam estuary. The reservoir project does not address these choke points. Instead, the 

proposal to build 4.5-metre bunds inside a tidal floodplain removes natural flood buffers and 

creates a rigid basin prone to overtopping during cyclones – a risk that the EIA fails to 

consider. Tamil Nadu’s lagoon booklet notes that lagoons dissipate storm energy precisely 

because they remain open to the sea. Transforming such a system into a freshwater 

impoundment is the opposite of climate-resilient design. 

The Tamil Nadu Government, led by you, has a history of protecting wetlands — 

Pallikaranai, Kazhuveli, and Muthupet among them. We urge you to extend the same 

stewardship to Kovalam–Nemmeli. Declaring it a protected lagoonal wetland – Mamallan 

Lagoon -- will preserve biodiversity, sustain fisheries, strengthen coastal protection, and 

embody genuine climate adaptation rooted in science. 

Honourable Chief Minister, we appeal to your leadership to halt the Mamallan reservoir 

project and initiate a restoration plan informed by the best scientific traditions, including 

those drawn from the place-based experiential knowledge of local communities. Such an 

intervention would honour Tamil Nadu’s ecological heritage and history of wise hydrological 

engineering rooted in the ethics of respecting and working with water rather than against it. 

Respectfully, 

Nityanand Jayaraman 

Endorsed via email 

1. Asad Rahmani, PhD, Former Director, Bombay Natural History Society. Founding 

member, Wetlands International South Asia, New Delhi 

2. John Kurien, PhD, Professor (Retd), Centre for Development Studies, Trivandrum 

3. Dipani Sutaria, PhD, Ecology and Conservation 

4. Romulus Whitaker, Herpetologist/Naturalist, Madras Crocodile Bank/Centre for 

Herpetology, Chennai 

5. D. Narasimhan, PhD, Head of Department (Retd) of Botany, Madras Christian 

College, Chennai 



6. Naveen Namboothri, PhD, Marine conservation and fisheries management, Bengaluru  

7. Manish Chandi, PhD, Social ecology and rural livelihoods, Goa 

8. Tara Gandhi, Biodiversity and ecology, Madras Naturalists’ Society, Bombay Natural 

History Society 

9. Ajit Menon, PhD, Political ecologist, Professor, Madras Institute of Development 

Studies, Chennai. 

10. Aarthi Sridhar, PhD, Marine social scientist, Bengaluru 

11. Shekar Dattatri, Former member, National Board of Wildlife, Chennai 

12. Pankaj Sekhsaria, PhD, Environmental researcher, Mumbai 

13. Ravi Chellam, PhD, Wildlife biologist & Conservation scientist, Bengaluru 

14. Lalitha Kamath, PhD, Professor - Urban policy and planning, TISS, Mumbai 

15. Bhagath Singh, PhD, Social anthropologist, Maitri Collective, Pondichery 

16. Ashish Kothari, Environmentalist, Pune 

17. Niranjana R., PhD, Geographer, Queen Mary’s University, United Kingdom 

18. Matthew Gandy, PhD, Geography/Urban ecology, University of Cambridge, United 

Kingdom 

19. Yuvan Aves, Managing Trustee, Palluyir Trust, Chennai 

20. Nikhil Anand, Silvers Family Presidential Professor of Anthropology, University of 

Pennsylvania 
21. G. Sundarrajan, Poovulagin Nanbargal, Chennai 
22. Nityanand Jayaraman, (PhD) Political ecologist, University of Waikato, New Zealand 

 

 


