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Kerala flood less intense than deluge of 1924, so why was
damage as great?

Most of the 373 casualties in Kerala were caused by landslides in the districts of Malappuram, Wayanad and
Idukki.

IANS | Saturday, August 25, 2018 - 15:41
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Kerala’s once-in-a-lifetime rainfall was 2,378 mm over 88 days, four times more
than normal -- but 30 per cent less and spread over 61 days more than the deluge of
1924, the most intense flood in the state’s recorded history, submerging as it did

almost the entire coastline.

So why was the flood of 2018 as devastating as the 3,368 mm rainfall that Kerala
received 94 years ago? That's because Kerala has reduced its capacity to deal with
such extreme floods by allowing illegal stone quarrying, cutting down forests and

grasslands, changing drainage patterns and sand mining on river beds, said experts.

"Rampant stone quarrying and digging of pits is the reason behind the landslides and
landslips, which worsened the situation in the Kerala floods," Madhav Gadgil,
ecologist and founder of the Centre for Ecological Sciences at the Indian Institute of
Science, Bengaluru, told IndiaSpend. "These quarries cause deforestation and block

the natural streams, which help in reducing the intensity of the floods."

Most of the 373 casualties in Kerala were caused by landslides in the northern

districts of Malappuram and Wayanad, and the central district of Idukki.

Gadgil is the lead author of a 2011 government-commissioned study written by the
Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel (WGEEP) -- commonly called yte Gadgil
committee report -- which he headed. The report recommended that development be

restricted in the Western Ghats, which sprawls across six states, including I¢erala=



Most of the regions overwhelmed by the recent floods were classified as
"ecologically sensitive zones" -- where there should be limited or no construction or

deforestation -- by the Gadgil committee.

In 2011, the Centre and the Western-Ghats states, including Kerala, refused to accept

the Gadgil committee report.

Spread across 160,000 sq km, more than three times the size of Haryana, the Western
Ghats extends over six states -- Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra

and Gujarat -- along India's western coast.

The rain and tropical forests of the Ghats are one of the world's 10 "biodiversity
hotspots", home to the most diverse range of life in the subcontinent: 7,402 species
of flowering plants, 1,814 species of non-flowering plants, 139 mammal species, 508
bird species, 179 amphibian species, 6,000 insects species and 290 freshwater fish
species. The Ghats are also a source of about 20 rivers and tributaries watering the
Indian peninsula, and its forests and grasslands act as a super sponge, soaking up

excess rain.

With the biodiversity, water security and retention characteristics in mind, the Gadgil
committee suggested classification of the Ghats into three zones: Ecologically
highest sensitive zones (ESZ1), where certain types of areas would be "no-go";
ecologically high sensitive zones (ESZ2), where construction of new railway lines
and major roads would not be allowed, except when "highly essential"; and
ecologically moderately sensitive zones (ESZ3), where new energy projects and
infrastructure such as roads may be allowed but with "strict environmental

regulations".

The committee's recommendations included restrictions on mining and quarrying,

use of land for non-forest purposes and no construction of high-rises.

"A study in the southern region, comprising the states of Karnataka, Kerala and

X
Tamil Nadu, showed that between 1920-1990, about 40 per cent of the original forest
cover was lost or converted to another form of land use," said the Gadgil committee

report.



Like other experts, VS Vijayan, a member of the Gadgil committee and former
chairman of Kerala State Biodiversity Board, told IndiaSpend that cutting trees in
the catchment areas of dams, illegal construction and farming on slopes exceeding

30 degrees were among the main reasons for flood devastation.

"Many of these activities end up loosening the soil, making it susceptible to
landslides," said Vijayan. "We had recommended against all of these practices in the

Gadgil committee report, but no one listened."

One of the main reasons for the rejection of the Gadgil committee report was the
government's confusion between the definition of ecologically sensitive zones and

ecologically fragile areas, according to Vijayan.

Kerala has a 15-year-old law called the Ecologically Fragile Lands Act, which says
people can be evicted from protected areas, such as wildlife sanctuaries and national
parks. The government thought that the ecologically sensitive zones were essentially

the same, "which was not the case", said Vijayan.

"We clearly divided the entire Ghats into three zones based on their ecology and
needs of protection," said Vijayan. "It never meant that humans were to be evicted

from sensitive areas."

Extreme rainfall events cannot be stopped, but the impact of floods can be reduced if

forests and natural landscapes are used as shields, he said.

When winds from the west slam against the Western Ghats, clouds form and rain
falls. In general, stronger winds lead to more intense rain, D. Shivanand Pai, head of
the climatic prediction group at the India Meteorological Department, Pune, told

IndiaSpend.

In the monsoon of 2018, the "pressure gradient" -- which determines pressure
changes and, in turn, rainfall -- between land and the Arabian sea was "very strong",
said Pai, causing heavy rain. "A low pressure developed in the Bay ¢#23engal and

moving inland contributed to the heavy rain by making the winds stronger."

What Kerala witnessed was an event of high intensity rainfall over a short span of

time. The intensity of such heavy rainfall events have been rising across India. Over



India could see a six-fold increase in population exposed to the risk of severe floods
by 2040 -- to 25 million people from 3.7 million facing this risk between 1971 and
2004 — according to a 2018 study published in Science Advances, a peer-reviewed

journal.

(In arrangement with IndiaSpend.org, a data-driven, non-profit, public interest
journalism platform, with whom Bhasker Tripathi is principal correspondent. The

views expressed are those of IndiaSpend. Feedback at respond@indiaspend.org).

Kerala Floods

Post floods, Kerala sees spike in dengue cases: Health
Department issues alert

Kerala, which is already battling rat fever or leptospirosis cases, has seen a total of 35 dengue deaths since
August 1.

Dr. Nimeshika Jayachandran | Thursday, September 06, 2018 - 18:22
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Even as Kerala is battling an outbreak of leptospirosis following the devastating

floods which hit the state early in August, authorities are now reporting a spike in the
number of dengue fever cases. Health department officials have issued alerts to

several districts.

As of Thursday evening, a total of 35 deaths due to dengue had been recorded since
August 1. There are currently 3,409 confirmed cases of dengue in the state and over

12,000 suspected cases, yet to be confirmed.

"While there are cases of dengue being reported, we can't term it as an outbreak.
We're taking steps to ensure that the mosquito populations are controlled and that
people are made aware of what to do in order to protect themselves from such
mosquito-borne diseases," stated Additional Chief Secretary Rajeev i%danand to
TNM. "We knew there would possibly be an influx of this and leptospirosis, and we

are seeing that now."



“Aedes mosquitoes are the ones which spread dengue. They are active during the
day, unlike mosquitoes which transmit malaria,” explained Dr Abinaya, a general
physician from Chennai. “Symptoms are usually seen within a week. Commonly,
people present with fever and malaise, that is tiredness, but to the point that they
won’t even be able to get up or move. What we as physicians worry about is whether

or not any signs of bleeding.”

Bleeding signs or bleeding tendencies are indicative of a drop in the platelet count in
the blood. Platelets ensure that clot formation takes place when there is an injury;
without platelets or with faulty platelet counts, the blood does not clot when an

injury occurs and a person risks complications as a result of losing blood.

“More than the fever spikes themselves, we get worried about platelets dropping
after the fever has passed. It’s a critical period and we usually recommend that
people presenting with possible dengue fever are admitted so that their platelet count
can be regularly monitored,” added Dr Abinaya. “There is no active treatment for
dengue. Mostly, it consists of supportive measures and managing the platelet counts.
Usually, we don’t opt for blood transfusions, unless indicated. A person who has
some bleeding tendencies and a platelet count of say 30-50,000, we may opt to
transfuse them. However, if someone has a platelet count of 10,000 or less,

regardless of whether any signs of bleeding are there, we will transfuse them.”

The most common symptoms of dengue are high fever, extreme fatigue, muscle pain
(myalgia), and multiple joint pain. Joint pain tends to be severe in dengue, which is

why it is also referred to as ‘break bone fever.’

When a person contracts dengue fever and recovers from the same, they are immune
to that particular dengue serotype, but are a higher risk of developing complications
if they are subsequently exposed to a different serotype of the virus and present with

dengue again.

As of Thursday, there were 5 confirmed cases of dengue in Kerala and‘47 suspected

cases.



“We did expect to see a rise in the number of rat fever and dengue following the
floods, because these are ailments which tend to affect people following such a
natural disaster. Now, we are taking the steps to combat the same,” said a Health

Department official.

While people have been asked to take doxycycline as a preventive measure against
rat fever, or leptospirosis, experts are recommending that basic measures be taken to
prevent the breeding of mosquitoes, which may lead to more of these infections
being transmitted, including using mosquito nets and repellent, empty out containers

and vessels in which water may stagnate.

Those who present with any symptoms should immediately be checked up and may

be admitted for further work up if needed.



