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Chapter 1: Introduction
Ajit Menon and Maarten Bavinck

1  We note in chapter 4 that the count of fishing villages along this coastline has varied, depending on the 
manner in which the counting was carried out.

In 2017, we (a group of researchers in multiple institutions) set out to study 
coastal transformation, both geomorphological and socio-economic, and 
its impacts on fishing communities in Cuddalore District, Tamil Nadu. This 
case study was part of a larger comparative research project titled ‘Coastal 
Transformation and Fisher Wellbeing: Synthesized Perspectives from India 
and Europe’ which included another Indian case study from Palghar District, 
Maharashtra, and studies from the United Kingdom, Norway and Slovenia. The 
choice of Cuddalore District was based on two criteria. First, the region hosts 
a cluster of 49 fishing villages1  spread along the Coromandel Coast. Second, 
over the past three or more decades, the face of this coastline has been rapidly 
changing due to the burgeoning of various industrial complexes, from medium-
scale units to vast industries, close to the shore, all affecting the waters and 
reconfiguring the land use of the region.

Coastal transformation has been a deliberate strategy of the state. Blue Revolution 
policies, implemented from the 1960s onwards, aimed at mechanizing fisheries 
to improve productivity and the wellbeing of fishing communities. Similarly, 
coastal industrialization, promoted in Cuddalore, was planned as a response to 
the structural difficulties of what was considered a ‘backward’ district by both 
State and Union governments, to spur on development and generate employment.

Within this context, this report aims at assessing the multiple effects of state 
policies on fisher wellbeing. To do so requires providing a context. Fishing 
communities have historically been the main inhabitants of the coast and depend 
on it for their livelihoods. Policies such as the Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) 
Notification (1991) recognized this condition and advocated a precautionary 
approach to development so that fishers would not be displaced and 
marginalized (Sridhar 2003). Hence, central to this report is considering not only 
the obvious ‘facts’ of coastal change, but also fisher perceptions regarding these 
transformations and their responses to changes within fisheries and outside. 
How have fishers, for example, responded to the increased mechanization of 
the fisheries sector? How have they reacted to the increasing industrialization 
of the coast? 



Answers to these questions are no doubt complex and varied, making 
generalizations about coastal transformation not easy. The following chapters 
will attempt to trace these complexities. Written by different sets of authors, 
they nonetheless try to tell a coherent story about coastal transformation, the 
challenges fisher communities have faced and their responses to these changes. 

We commence this report by focusing on how the geomorphology of Cuddalore 
District - such as its deltaic nature, the regular incidence of cyclones, the low 
elevation of the coastline and the narrowness of its continental shelf – impact 
the opportunities and risks fishing communities face. With climate change 
occurring, these patterns are very likely to modify further, challenging government 
agencies and fishers alike. At the same time, development is making a mark 
on the region, triggering land-use change, infrastructural expansion and coastal 
erosion. Chapter 2, therefore, provides the reader with an overview of these 
changes in Cuddalore District since our baseline of the 1980s.

Chapter 3 describes the process of industrialization in Cuddalore District over 
the past three decades. We focus on governmental policy that has initiated 
and promoted private-sector industrial development across much of the 
coastal region, but also on private initiative that has occurred in aquaculture. 
We are particularly interested in the effects these changes have had on coastal 
livelihoods and human development.

The next chapter (Chapter 4) highlights the transformations that have taken 
place in marine fisheries. Parallel to events in other parts of India, the most 
prominent change in Cuddalore District is the rise of mechanized trawling. We 
examine how trawling has impacted marine resource damage and depletion, 
and how it has resulted in inter-fisher conflicts in urbanized fishing centres and 
the coastal hinterland. Attention is also given to how ring seine fishing, which 
has emerged since the new millennium, is affecting the profession. 

Chapter 5 examines the manner in which these geomorphological and socio-
economic changes have affected the wellbeing of fisher inhabitants, considering 
material, relational, and subjective dimensions. Our emphasis is on gender and 
the way men and women experience coastal transformation. It also touches 
upon how coastal inhabitants have protested with their feet, engaging in labour 
migration to other regions of India and other countries too.

Chapter 6 focuses on political responses of fishing communities in terms of 
protests against developments that they felt were contrary to their interests and 
wellbeing and highlights some of the challenges faced. The concluding chapter 
summarizes the report and looks forward.
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Opposite: Welders busy constructing a steel trawler (credit: Maarten Bavinck)


















