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The Sethu Ship Canal project had to be stopped midway in the 
wake of Supreme Court orders following public interest litigation
(Interview Continued)

Sagar Sandesh: Sethu Ship Canal 
project has been abandoned by the 
government midway even though Supreme 
court had asked the Shipping Ministry 
to find an alternative alignment for the 
project. Will the revival of the project help 
promote coastal shipping in southern parts 
of the country?

S. Velumani: The Sethu Ship Canal 
project had to be stopped midway in  
the wake of Supreme Court orders 
following public interest litigation. The 
project will go a long way to promote 
Indian Coastal Shipping from Kandla 
to Kolkata ports without having to 
circumnavigate Sri Lanka, a saving of 
nearly three day’s voyage. The canal  
will ensure seamless movement of ships 
from East to West coast. It is more than 
ten years since the project has been 
languishing. It does not augur well for the 
Indian shipping sector particularly Coastal 
shipping.

SS: Tuticorin port in South Tamil Nadu 
has become virtually a feeder port since 
main line vessels have stopped calling at 
the port nearly 15 years ago due to lack of 
infrastructure in the port. The Outer harbor 
project was promised to the port way back 
in 2014 through both Union Cabinet and 
the Union budget.

SV: It is time that the ministry 
implemented the project in all earnestness. 
The port could be developed as a 
transshipment hub and Indian cargo need 
not have to depend on Colombo port for 
transshipment.

When the port project was conceived 
in 1960’s, the central government held the 
view that the port proposal at Tuticorin 
was unviable. At the most the area could 
be developed as a fishing harbor was the 
center’s contention then.

The then Tamil Nadu Chief Minister 
late Annadorai gave an assurance to 
the Centre that losses if any would be 
compensated by the state government. 
Consequent to the assurance a Major port 
was set up there. Now the port has become 
a profitable venture.

 While the Container terminals in the 
West Coast particularly JNPT and Mundra 
are over worked having achieved a 
capacity utilization of nearly 140 per cent, 
the terminals in the east coast are working 
to 40 per cent capacity.

Both these west coast ports have 
world class rail connectivity to industrial 
commercial and consuming centers in 
North India while the east coast ports have 
to share passenger railway tracks to move 
goods.

The east coast ports need world class 
rail connectivity to National capital 
region and central India. Otherwise the 
port capacity created in the east coast 
will become redundant and will not pay 
dividend to the nation.

Dedicated freight rail corridors should 
be constructed between Chennai and Delhi 
and Chennai and Mumbai without any 
further delay.

Relaxation of cabotage laws to permit 
foreign flag carriers to move coastal cargo 
will help movement of goods from the east 
coast.

SS: Coastal shipping has not taken off 
despite several concessions announced 
by the central government including 
construction of exclusive berths at major 
ports for coastal shipping and several 
concessions. Can you identify reasons 

why the traffic is not picking up and what 
needs to be done?

SV: For coastal shipping to succeed in 
this country, you need to have seamless 
movement of ships in the shortest  
possible route to save freight. The 
purpose could be achieved only when 

the government implemented the Sethu 
Ship canal project which will obviate the  
need for ships moving from west to east 
and vice versa to avoid circumnavigating 
Sri Lanka, a saving of about four  
hundred nautical miles and three days 
extra voyage.

S. Velumani

On Katupalli port’s proposal for setting up a 350 million ton Mega port 
complex, he said there was no need for setting up such huge capacity when the 
terminals in the vicinity were handling 40 per cent of their capacity. 

Experts need to ascertain whether the Carrying Capacity for such huge 
capacity expansion from environment standpoint is available in the area.

The proposed project’s impact on environment, eco system, shore line and 
Navigation safety needs detailed study. If this project is to be implemented, 
it would involve sailing of about 20,000 ships in a narrow corridor and hence 
the issue of navigational safety assumes importance. The project’s impact on 
Pulicat  lake, a rare marine eco system, nature’s gift to Tamil Nadu and Andhra 
Pradesh also needs to be examined before environment ministry gives clearance  
to the project.

The LNG terminal put up by the Indian Oil Corporation at Kamarajar Port took 
nearly five years for commissioning and hence sufficient time was available to 
lay the cross country pipelines to evacuate Gas to Tuticorin and Bengaluru. The 
Pipeline laying project should have been taken up simultaneously along with 
the commissioning of the five million ton capacity terminal, so that the facility 
could have been fully utilized.

Tamil Nadu state’s demand for petroleum products is estimated at 24 million 
tons per annum while the capacity of existing refineries in the state is around 
ten million tons.

The proposal for setting up a six million ton grass root refinery at Narimanam 
in Central Tamil Nadu coast was conceived way back in 1990’s.  IOC is vigorously 
pursuing the project, but there is no will to implement the project in this part of 
the country. The Corporation’s board has cleared the project.

 The Sethu Ship canal project to provide connectivity between east and west 
coast ports has been languishing for over ten years following a Supreme Court 
order based on a PIL petition. The delay does not augur well for the Indian 
Shipping industry particularly the coastal shipping

The Rs 12000 crore Outer Harbor project for VOC Port Tuticorn cleared by the 
Union Cabinet and the 2014 Union budget should be taken up by the ministry 
immediately to facilitate resumption of call by Main line vessels. The Port could 
be developed as a transshipment hub.

Coastal shipping in the country from Kandla to Kolkata Ports,  along West 
and East coast will receive a boost if the work on  Setu Ship Canal project is 
resumed and implemented. The project would faciliate seamless movement of 
Coastal ships through a short distance, without having to  circumnavigate Sri 
Lanka. It results in saving of four hundred nautical miles and three days of 
extra sailings

(Continuation and final part of the summary)


