" CHILIKA : THE NATURE’S TREASURD

Will it be allowed 10 die ? !
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CHILIKA LAKE IS DYING - WE MUST SAVE IT

Chilika lake on the eastern coast of Orissa which is the largest
brackish water lagoon of Asia, is dying. If immediate steps, both short
term and long term, are not taken , it will face a biological death
within half a century. It may exist as a big polluted marshy land
and lose its importance for all time to come.

Chilika lagoon has been designated since 1981 as a 'Wet land
of international importance' under Ramsar Convention of 1971 to which
India Government was a party. It is the obligation of the Union
Government under that convention to protect its unique ecosystem.
'Wise Use' of its resources can be done according to that convention.
Despite this commitment to the international community, neither the
Central nor the State Government has taken any step to maintain its
ecosystem. Both State and also human intervention are responsible to
push this pristine lake to the verge of death. Because of sharp
deterioration of the lake, the Ramsar Convention's bureau has placed
this international famous lake in its ‘Red List'.

This lake, which is more than 1150 square kms in area in rainy
season is hardly 800 square kms in summer. It is shrinking every
year. According to official document it was about 900 sq. km in area
in summer of 1914 and the average shrinkage of the lake due to silt
deposit is about more than 2 sq.km a year.

The Daya and the Bhargavi, the main branches of the Mahanadi
river fall into this lake. Besides these, many small rivers and rivulets
including Nuna, Kusumi and Salia also join this lake. These rivers
carry huge volume of silt-laden sweet water to the lake. According




to the rough estimate about 3 lakh cusecs of fresh water carrying
about 13 million metric tonnes of silt are carmied into the lake. In
earlier days because of free flow of flood water from the lake through
the outer channel (35 km. in length) that connects the lake with the
sea, much of the silt was flowing with the fresh water into the sea.
But because of the gradual chocking of the mouth (Mugger Mukh)
and large scale obstruction for prawn culture etc. in the lake, the
free flow of water and silt is checked and silt is trapped inside the
lake. So the lake is gradually shrinking and the depth of the water
is gradually decreasing. Now the maximum depth of water in some
places 1s hardly 4 metres and the average depth of water in the lake
is 1.6 meter in the summer and 2 metres in the rainy season. In
1922 the average was three metres in summer. Because of drainage
of fresh water into the lake throughout the year and much more during
the rains, the salinity of the water of the lake is gradually falling.
During the rainy season it is hardly 1.5 ppt. near the north-eastern
side of the lake. In summer it varies between 7 to 33 ppt.

Because of these reasons, the quality of water of the lake is
gradually undergoing a change Effluents from nearby villages and
agricultural fields also contribute a lot to the transformation of the
quality of lake water.

All these factors have a serious effect on the flora and fauna
of the lake. The brackish water species are gradually dwindling,
sometimes giving birth to other species which grow in fresh water.
The fishery resources are also gradually decreasing. The catch of fish,
prawn, crabs etc., for which Chilika lake was very popular, is steeply
falling. According to offficial statistics within a period of ten years,
it has been reduced to one third only.Fish catch was 8872 m. tonnes
in 1986-87 and the official statistics record that in 1991-92 it got
reduced to 4623 MT.

According to Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) about 40 percent
of brackish water fish species recorded in 1920, have vanished mean
while. Significant percent of 'uro-hydal' or brackish water fauna have
disappeared or gone down critically due to drop in the salinity of lake
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water. Zoological survey of India records that 600 species of fauna
exist now, About 69 species of fish are available in the lake as against
126 species of fish recorded in 1920 by Zoological Survey of India.
There has been a great transformation in marine animal. The earlier
survey recorded animals of 525 species belonging to 10 Groups. But||
at present according to latest survey it is 17 groups, the total species
of animals being 650. Because of fall of salinity and water quality
old species of flora and fauna are vanishing or are in critical state
of existence and sometimes new species are reappearing. Chemical
analysis also shows variance of Ph factor and reserve oxygen in water
of the lake. .

Constant and increasing siltation of the lake is the major cause
of the shrinkage of the lake in area and lowering of the depth of the
water level. Northen portion of the lake is heavily silted and 1t is
gradually shifting in the direction of the south. Between 1920 to 1993
about 393 sqkm. of area has emerged as landmass on all sides of||

|| the fringe of the lake. Between Bhusandapur and Balugaon of Khurda

district, the total land mass created during this period is about 46 sq.km.

So the immediate problem to save the lake is to allow free flow
of siltladen flood water into the sea, for which all the obstructions
(prawn- gherry etc.) inside the lake is to be removed. The long term
solution is to decrease the entry of large volume of silt to the lake|
by treatment of the catchment area surrounding the lake and on both
sides ‘of the rivers that flow into the lake. .

Along with these short term and long term measures, the outer
channel mouth to the sea (Mugger Mukh) which is chocking up and
gradually shifting north-ward due to littoral drift is to be deepened
and maintained properly for out-flow of flood water and inflow of
tidal water. This is urgent to maintain the salinity and water quality
of the lake.

Because of the all round deterioration of the lake, the Nalabana
Sanctuary in it, which houses the migratory birds of North Asia bevond
the Himalayas (Tibet, Mangolia, Manassarobar, Caspian Seas and
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