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Koodankulam Diary 

L Ramdas, Lalita Ramdas

A former chief of the naval staff 
and his wife spent a few days 
in early December with the 
people of Koodankulam and 
Idinthakarai in Tamil Nadu who 
are protesting against the giant 
nuclear power complex that is 
nearing completion. They have 
come away with answers to 
questions about what motivates 
the protestors – 80% of whom are 
women – to continue doggedly to 
oppose the plant. They have also 
come away with questions. Are 
these people being obstructionist, 
anti-national and waging a war 
against the State in wanting safe 
energy and development that 
does not endanger their lives and 
livelihoods?

Thannin Kodhiga vekkararathakul anu shakthi 
daan thevaya?
(Do we really need atomic energy in order 
to boil water and make steam to give us  
electiricty?)
(an activist with the People’s Movement 
against Nuclear Energy (PMANE), Idinthakarai, 
Tirunelveli district, Tamil Nadu)

Why did an admiral, and former 
chief of the naval staff and his 
wife, both in their 70s, travel 

from a village in Maharashtra to this isolated 
spot on the southernmost tip of India? The 
reasons were twofold: we did so to demon-
strate our support and solidarity with the 
people there, and to get a sense of the ground 
reality in Koodankulam and Idinthakarai, 
especially after S P Udaya Kumar the coor-
dinator of PMANE had been part of the yatra 
from Tarapur to Jaitapur in April this year.

Kumar is clearly an inspirational leader. 
We first met him when he invited admiral 
Ramdas to lecture at the University of 
Minneapolis soon after Pokhran II, at a 
time when we had to plough a lonely fur-
row in our opposition to India’s decision to 
go overtly nuclear. 

Kumar returned to India and to his 
home town Nagercoil in Tamil Nadu after 
completion of his PhD and many years of 
teaching in universities abroad. He found 
himself in the midst of the nascent struggle 
against the Koodankulam power plant. 
Simply put, we wanted to touch base and 
demonstrate our personal support after 
our earlier visit to Koodankulam in 2006 
for the Coalition for Nuclear Disarmament 
and Peace (CNDP) meeting. 

Journey to Koodankulam

Spending three days on a train – hurtling 
across seven states – provides ample oppor-
tunity for introspection and conversation. 
Having seen a newspaper report that said 
that Udaya Kumar and his colleagues had 
been arraigned with charges of “waging 
war against the state” and of “sedition”, 
we wondered whether we would find 
them in the village or behind bars.

In the event we did not know the answer 
until we actually got to Idinthakarai, since 

there were no replies to the many phone 
calls we had made. We drove past the 
many windmills which now dot the land-
scape around Koodankulam and are im-
pressive to look at. Tamil Nadu has the best 
conditions for wind energy in all of India. 
It was with dismay that we heard later that 
these windmills are switched off for sever-
al hours a day in order to ensure that the 
orders for coal at the thermal coal power 
plants are not affected! (We cannot vouch 
for the truth of this allegation but that the 
perception exists is not a healthy sign.)

6 December: Landmark Date

It is the graceful spires of the 107-year-old 
church at Idinthakarai that first catch 
your eye and attention, not the domes of 
the Koodankulam Nuclear Power Project 
(KKNPP) which are hidden from view except 
from the sea. The loudspeakers guided us 
to the pandal erected against the back-
drop of the church. There were nearly 
3,000 people – about 80% of whom were 
women and girls.

Kumar was delivering a motivational 
talk in Tamil on the occasion of the rele-
vance of Babasaheb Ambedkar’s message. 
The day marks his death anniversary  
(mahaparinirvaan) and also the anniversary 
of the tragic demolition of the Babri  
Masjid. In a stroke of organisational genius, 
the leadership decided to observe it as 
Communal Harmony Day. More significantly 
for the local people, it was also the 113th 
day of the peaceful, totally non-violent 
protest to halt all further operations at the 
atomic power plant at Koodankulam where 
the VVER (vodo-vodyanoy energeticheskiy 
reaktor) plant designed and built by the 
Russians was close to going on stream. This 
despite repeated appeals for a thorough 
safety audit by many groups, including 
scientists, politicians and local residents.

Why Protest Now?

To the many who ask why there has been 
silence all these years while the plant was 
under construction it must be pointed out 
that the struggle has actually been around 
for over two decades though admittedly 
less well organised. The people’s objec-
tions were continuously brushed aside, 
misleading assurances were provided over 
the years and attempts were made to  
divide and derail the opposition. 

L  Ramdas retired from the Indian navy as 
chief of the naval staff; L Ramdas and  
Lalita Ramdas (lramdas@gmail.com) now 
actively campaign for clean energy, against 
special economic zones and for a nuclear 
weapon-free world.
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The intensification of the struggle over 
the past four months was the direct result 
of the decision of the KKNPP authorities to 
do a trial run in August. There was almost no 
prior warning given and the local people 
were caught unawares by what they describe 
as an unearthly howling sound which con-
tinued without respite for the duration of 
the trial run. This created a renewed sense 
of panic and near terror among them, 
made worse by a newspaper warning 
(subsequently withdrawn) asking people 
to run in a direction away from the plant 
with eyes and face covered in case of any 
symptoms of discomfort and reaction!

For the most part information dissemi-
nation and knowledge about nuclear energy 
in India is shrouded in secrecy. Hence,  
potential risks and problems are hardly if 
ever explained to the people. In case they 
are told about the hazards, it is done  
with typical bureaucratic indifference, or 
(as in the case of the Jaitapur plant in  
Maharashtra) post-Fukushima, by seriously 
twisting the facts. Therefore people have 
had to search for sources of information 
with little or no accessibility to resources 
with which to do so. Fortunately they have 
found committed and extraordinary leaders 
who have helped them to connect the dots 
and educated them on all the implications, 
including the lessons from Fukushima, 
Chernobyl, Three Mile Island and many 
more near and actual disasters. 

The bottom line is that an alert and 
questioning public is increasingly seen as 
a threat to authority.

Whose Nationalism?

It is against this backdrop that we were  
invited to say a few words to the assem-
bled public. We were able to share in a mix 
of Tamil, English and Hindi a little bit 
about who we were and why we had come 
to be with them.

There was considerable curiosity about 
why a former navy chief (kappala todi 
thalapathi) had decided to speak up 
against nuclear weapons and nuclear 
power. The story of how difficult it had 
been for him to take this decision, chang-
ing his views after a lifetime of upholding 
the importance of nuclear power, made a 
visible impact on the audience. And they 
empathised when he described how it has 
been a tough journey all these many years 

since his views are often reviled as being 
anti-national. 

The day’s fast ended with a large and 
impressive peace and harmony procession 
which was taken out through the streets 
of Idinthakarai. Conversation with the 
marchers provided us with interesting in-
sights into the significance of this continu-
ing symbol of peaceful, democratic resist-
ance which has had few parallels in recent 
times. Imagine nearly 3,000-odd marchers 
out on the streets on the 113th day of the 
agitation and nearly 80% of them, women. 
And to nail the lie that this is purely a 
Christian led agitation (funded by outside 
sources) there were people of every faith 
with prayers and support coming in from 
the many Hindu shrines, the imams and 
masjids as well as the churches.

Our overwhelming first hand impression 
was that all the efforts of the central govern-
ment to reassure the public about the “100% 
safety of nuclear power”, including the visit 
by former president of India, Abdul Kalam, 
has failed to make any impression on the 
local people. On the contrary, there is a sense 
of betrayal that a former president, a Tamil, 
with roots in the fishing community came 
there, engaged only with a few officials, and 
did not or was not allowed to interact direct-
ly with the people and hear their concerns. 
They are continuing their struggle with 
greater zest than ever before, but it is a sad 
commentary on the wide and growing gap 
between the raja and the praja (subjects) in 
our large but still fragile democracy.

Women’s Resistance

Visitors to Koodankulam in recent months 
have been impressed by the mobilisation 
and participation of women and we were 
no exception. 

The two days spent in Idinthakarai were 
packed with recounting of history, legends, 
stories of injustice, stories of courage and 
solidarity. Above all there is an overarching 
faith and belief in some superior agency – 
whether it is Christ,  Allah or the goddess 
Amman, together with a deep-rooted anger 
and disillusionment in the system and  
the authorities that have treated them 
with such scant respect. The struggle in 
Koodankulam stands out for the sustained 
participation of large numbers of women 
willing to leave home, hearth and work 
for weeks and months. 

We asked several of them what was be-
hind their sustained participation. Without 
hesitation they pointed to the quality, 
commitment and integrity of the leader-
ship and their visible and total commit-
ment to the struggle. The movement has 
been marked by high levels of transparen-
cy, continuous education and participation. 
The confidence building at all levels and 
an impressive display of local consulta-
tion, and focus on efficiency has constantly 
been proactive and enabling. Women have 
been empowered in small and big ways to 
take on responsibilities which have en-
sured that housework, childcare and par-
ticipation in the “poratam” (movement) is 
ensured and sustained. Children of all 
ages are encouraged to come up to the 
stage and share their stories, poems, 
songs. They also  receive help with home-
work and their schooling has been unin-
terrupted. So one could see an engage-
ment, an outburst of creativity and new 
learning which is building a new and im-
pressive line of leadership amongst the 
young. 

Young and old alike were encouraged to 
listen with attention to many interesting 
inputs, the risks of nuclear and coal power 
plants; of alternatives available in renewa-
bles; of struggles happening in other parts 
of the country, developments in Fukushima; 
of their own history, of Ambedkar and 
Gandhi and their relevance to the present 
struggle; and much more about their  
local history, the environment, the already 
damaged and rapidly eroding coastline 
and their endangered occupation of fishing.

Transformatory Nature of Struggle 

It is true that a few leaders have played a 
role in uniting the many disparate groups. 
But the struggle itself has transformed the 
people in ways which are profoundly 
 significant and need to be understood in 
the context of the increasing alienation of 
different segments from initiatives and 
projects implemented by the State in the 
so-called public interest.

There has been continuous bonding 
around a common threat and a common 
purpose – a strong uniting factor.

From the early legitimate fears around 
displacement and relocation, the struggle 
has moved into the post-Fukushima phase 
where serious and well researched concerns 
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about safety of nuclear plants in general 
as well as the inbuilt dangers of nuclear 
techno logy itself are being raised with a 
level of confidence as an assertion of the 
right to know.

Above all, the entire experience has 
created a unique ability to identify with 
other struggles across the country and 
abroad – especially those facing threats 
similar to theirs with regard to health, 
habitation and livelihood from the anu 
min nilayams (nuclear power plants) in 
Jaitapur, Kakrapar, Kaiga, Kalpakkam. A 
growing sense of solidarity is emerging 
with the broader issues surrounding the 
paths of development and choices they 
wish to make. Women are volunteering to 
travel long distances to participate in 
demonstrations and meetings where they 
are expected and encouraged to share 
their own experiences and views.

7 December

On a morning walk on what was once upon 
a time a beach, we thought we would get a 
clearer view of the power plant. To our de-
light and surprise, a group of fishermen in-
sisted on taking us out in their boat and so 
we hopped in and held on for dear life as 
the boat negotiated the strong surf and 
waves. Soon we were treated to the sight of 
the majestic building of the KKNPP, sprawl-
ing across many acres of land and perched 
on the beautiful Indian Ocean. The fisher-
men spoke of the recent armada of 1,000 
boats out in protest, pointed out the sourc-
es of where the coolants would flow into 
the sea, and discussed the impact of the in-
evitable temperature rise on the marine 
life, the fish on which they depended for 
their traditional hereditary occupations. 

We took many pictures from that van-
tage point of the seemingly serene and po-
tentially disruptive structure. We pon-
dered over the statistics which show that 
in the ultimate analysis, nuclear energy is 
able to contribute only marginally to the 
overall power and energy requirements of 
the state and the country. 

Questions and More Questions
Let us share the difficult and imponderable 
questions which the visit to Koodankulam 
has raised afresh. We also believe the an-
swers are out there if only we are prepared 
to listen.

Why this obsession with nuclear energy 
at all costs? Why this completely imbal-
anced investment and resource flows to 
the department of atomic energy and not 
to the Ministry of Renewable Energy?

Why are we refusing to press the pause 
button while we undertake a thorough re-
view of the difficult questions around the 
Nuclear Liability Bill? How do we in India 
deal with the deep divide, around the ques-
tion of nuclear power in general and the 
Koodankulam power plant in particular? In 
the interest of the long term energy security 
and growth and development of the people 
of this country, it is critical that we address 
this issue with maturity and urgency. 

While there are valid concerns that a na-
tional investment of over Rs 14,000 crore 
should not be wasted, it is surprising that 
nobody is listening to reasoned and well 
articulated proposals to consider the total-
ly feasible concept of converting the KKNPP 
(fuel change is a well known concept) into 
a gas fired plant now. This can be done in a 
planned manner. It has been successfully 
carried out in two or three instances in the 
US, e g, Shoreham and other plants on 
which there is enough and more literature.

There are also uncomfortable questions 
around the issue of our government’s un-
willingness to consider a non-partisan, 
national effort to do a serious review of 
energy policy for the country. It is ironic 
indeed that it is the Russians, French and 
Americans who seem to be dictating our 
national interests and priorities in many 
fields including that of our energy options.

What we are seeing and hearing from 
the many peoples’ protest movements 
around the country is very simply this:

If we are not with you, it does not mean that 
we are against you. It does however mean 
that we want you to listen, to consult with us 
the people who elected you, and not with the 
foreign, (highly paid) consultants and ex-
perts and government representatives who, 
from our perspective, most often represent 
one or  other powerful vested interest.

Conclusions
It is 18 December and the prime minister 
has stirred up a virtual storm by making 
announcements in Moscow regarding the 
operationalisation of the KKNPP in two 
weeks time. The announcement seems to 
fly in the face of reality on the ground and 
indeed of the political climate within the 

state where the chief minister herself has 
slightly different views.

A call this morning from our hosts in 
Indinthakarai indicated that over 20,000 
people had marched in the streets of 
Koodankulam yesterday – deeply unhap-
py at the way their genuine, non-violent, 
peaceful struggle has been trampled upon 
by the highest in the land. The internet 
and the newspapers now speak of the 
former president playing the role of medi-
ator and negotiator! The challenges are 
tough, the choices need to be made with 
wisdom and statesmanship, and in our 
somewhat biased opinion the final word 
must lie with the people whose ultimate 
long-term good must be central. 

The people, particularly the women of 
Koodankulam would be the first to chal-
lenge any allegation that they were ob-
structing development and progress for the 
country by opposing this nuclear power 
plant. They are unambiguous on the need 
for electricity and no more power cuts. But, 
and on this there was total clarity, they do 
not believe that the power should only go 
to industry as at present. They want their 
villages, small towns, and fields to also re-
ceive their fair share of electricity. They are 
clear too that they will not be bribed by of-
fers of a four lane highway, a school and a 
state of the art hospital – offers which they 
see as demeaning and insulting, since these 
too should come to them as their right as 
citizens. Moreover, after reading and hear-
ing about many projects which use solar 
power systems they want to learn more and 
implement solar energy in their villages 
and towns. Is that going too far? Is that  
being obstructionist? Is that being anti- 
national or waging war against the State?

Our readers will have to decide for 
themselves whether the slogans below are 
seditious or visionary:
Vaindaam, Vaindaam, Anu Ulai Vaindaam 
(No no to Nuclear Energy)
Vaindum, Vaindum, Surya Ulai Vaindum 
(Yes, yes, to Solar Power)
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