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Chapter -1 
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INTRODUCTION 



INTRODUCTION 

Colours are inescapably embedded in every day He. So it i~ important to understand that 

the way it has been under operation and regulation. Of all the dyes produced across the 

world, almost 11 percent goes out as effluents, almost two percent from !i1anufacturing 

and nine percent from colouring. Each year, India produces 64,000 tonnes of dyes, 7,040 

tonnes of which are directly discharged into the environment. The huge growth, by over 

50 percent of the Indian dye stuff industry during the last decade makes it the second 

largest producer of dyes and intermediates in Asia 1• 

Most of these dyeing units are in the unorganized sector and are located in the states of 

Gujarat, Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu. In India, dye stuffs are consumed 

mainly by textile, dyeing and printing ink industries. Among them textile industries 

consumes the major portion of it. The largest producer of dyes in the world is Germany 

followed by the United States. Till recent times, global players such as American colour, 

Atlantis Chemicals, Bayer AG and Hoechst AG controlled majority of the global dyes 

1 Yadav Singh Kushal(2005) "United colours of industry". Down to Earth.Feb.28 



.. - output: But there ·rs· a ·gradual" shift in· globai Ciye production. The number of large scale 

dye manufacturers in the United States has reduced drastically and the overall share of 

developed nations has dropped. Faced with the social and environmental costs, developed 

countries are slowly disengaging themselves from the manufacture of dyestuffs. Hence, 

the Third World countries have emerged as new large producers of dyestuffs2
. 

Because of the enormous production of knitted gannents, Tamil Nadu is one of India's 

major export-oriented gannents manufacturing state. The towns located in Kongu region 

of Tamil Nadu, which includes the districts of Coimbatore, Erode, Karur, DindiguL 

Salem and Namakkal and its surrounding villages have grown rapidly in terms of 

production in recent years. The dyeing and bleaching process constitutes only one step in 

the chain of activities in these manufacturing centres. In order to feed the textile 

industries, a large number of dyeing and bleaching units are concentrated in these 

districts. These units have attracted thousands of people for their employment 

opportunities from other parts of Tamil Nadu and largely from the southern districts. As 

the obvious reason is that the various increasing problems of the labours affects the 

limited available natural resources of these pat1s of the region. Water is one of the most 

important and integral part of natural resources is at the stake of primary consumption, 

scarcity, and all along with production of the dyeing industries leads to pollution. 

Water pollution and its implications on people's life and health 

Water is essential for all forms of life and is therefore invaluable. Although a renewable 

natural resource, water is exhaustible and has multiple uses and hence multiple demands. 

The demand of water for domestic, agriculture and industrial use significantly exceeds 

the quantity of water available. This has led to the conflicts among various uses as well as 

Yadav Singh Kushal(2005) "United colours of industry", Down to Earth.Feb.28 
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users of water.- Grow-ing industrialization -iri general, Uie- textile, -dyeing and bleaching 

units in particular has led to the pollution of the river Cauvery and its tributaries 

(Amaravathy River) which in turn have adversely affected the health of the rural people 

and the crop yields in the affected areas. The nature of conflicts, the problem of pollution 

and other problems interlinked are explored in this dissertation through a case study of 

Karuppampalayam village Panchayat in Karur district of Tamil Nadu. 

With the economic growth that the garment and textile industry has achieved, there has 

been accompanying social, economic environmental and health problems. There is a 

drastic change that took place in the living and working conditions of the people in the 

last two decades. Hence, studying the health implications has a greater relevance in the 

present context of socio economic transformation. 

A popularly accepted definition of health is the one given by WHO- 'a state of complete 

of physical, mental and social being and just abseilce of disease and illness'_ But based on 

our theoretical understanding, we consider that health as an outcome of interacting social, 

economic, political and ecological forces. It is rooted in the environment in which people 

live and work. Our concern is the social dimension which focuses more on environment 

that creates or destroys health. 

Qadeer has shown that the social roots of ill-health do not lie within the marginalized 

access to the resources or health services alone. There is a matrix which is created by the 

socio-economic and political factors in a given biological and physical context 

According to her, in this concept of environment, man -made social realities play a vital 

role by influencing the objective and subjective conditions. Further the variations within 

these environmental conditions are largely a function of the social structure, the modes of 

production and the ideologies that they generate3
. 

3 Qadeer, Imrana( 1990), "Beyond Medicine; An analysis of Health status of Indian People" Think India, 

voL2 No.I, P.no.93-107 
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In short, the sodal and economic conditions of people become determinants of their 

health. Our proposition, therefore, is that for the poor people in the country who are 

struggling for survival, the social and economic coordinators become key determinants of 

their health. Th~refore our study focuses on the nature of development itself and its 

impact on the rural life in general, the changing living and working conditions of the rural 

people in particular and their implications for health. 

There are a uumber of studies available on environmental and specific health problems in 

Coimbatore and Tiruppur region, but surprisingly very few studies available focusing on 

the Karur region. Though there have been a few studies which have attempted to explore 

the social processes through inter-disciplinary framework, most of the studies available in 

this area are reduced to environmental or bio-medical frameworks. 

Keeping in view the need to understand the macro and micro !evel linkages emphasis is 

given to the qualitative dimensions of the study. The interviews and group discussions 

provided us with the data, allowing us to understand the situation in relation to the 

context and especially the different sections of the population; broadly those who are 

benefiting from the industrial development process and those who, on the other hand are 

being the victims. Case study as a methodology helps us to address linkages to some 

ext~nt from a theoretical angle rather than statistical interpretations. In our attempt to 

understand the implications of industrial effluents from dyeing and bleaching units for the 

health of the villagers in Karuppampalayam, we have tried to understand their socio

economic conditions, the changing living and working conditions like the nature and type 

of work, their perception of health problem and its impact on the overall well being of the 

people. 

Cha pterisation: 

The study is divided into six chapters. Immediately following this introductory chapter, in 

chapter 2, we have reviewed some of the literature in order to develop a perspective on 

the linkages between environment, health and development. Social science literature on 

4 



health was also reviewed. A few studies specifically on dyeing industries were also 

reviewed, based on the review; the conceptual framework is evolved for the study. 

The methodology that has been followed in the study is stated in chapter 3.A brief 

description of the Karur district, the pollution problem and an over view of 

Karuppampalayam village Panchayat is also presented in this chapter. 

Chapter 4 deals with the primary data collected for the study. The socio-economic 

condition of the households are analysed in this section. This helps in generating an 

overview of the social and economic composition of the villagers in terms of caste, 

landownership pattern, occupational pattern, educational status, livestock and other 

possessions of families. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the changing living and working conditions and their overall 

implications for the health of the villagers. In this section, we have presented an analysis 

of the qualitative primary data through some of the themes such as; the changing 

occupational and livelihood patterns, small scale industries and casualisation of labour, 

social conflicts, environmental degradation and the health problems are developed for the 

study. 

Finally Chapter 6 presents the concluding observations of the study. 

Limitations and Scope for Further Research 

Since the study is a part of M.Phil dissertation, there was a time constraint for data 

collection. There was an outbreak of chickungunya in the Study village during the time of 

field work (November 2006 to January 2007). Hence any health related discussion with 

the villagers finally ended up with chickungunya. Basically no government official was 

willing to provide us with those official figures available, often giving of 'official secret' 

as the reason. Si,nilarly, the workers cf the dyeing and bleaching units were obviously -

5 



relucta'nt to speak ·sincerely abouf 'their working conditions· in tp.e presence of their 

employers. 

The focus of the study is not quantification or epidemiological assessment but to explore 

the social processes and their implications for health. The study makes an attempt to 

explore the interlinkages between the various factors operating at ihe global level ami 

their collective implications on the health of the villagers; however prolonged field work 

would help to probe various a<>pects of the problem. This is purely an explor<!tory study 

and there is much scope for further research in this area . 
. :··'C-·"" 
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Chapter- 2 

------------------------------------------------------------------------
LINKAGES BETWEEN ENVIRONMENT, HEALTH 

AND DEVELOPMENT 



Linkages between Environment, Health and Development 

Several bibliographical sources were reviewed in order to develop a perspective on the 

linkages between environment, health and development. Field studies and literature 

dealing with specific environmental and health problems were also reviewed. Based on 

the literature, a brief description of the perspective is presented here. The relationship 

between environment, health and development is quite complex. Interdisciplinary 

approach provides us with the better understanding of this many patterned nexus. It is 

necessary here to understand their interlinkages in order to contextualize the ecological 

and health problems of developing countries. 

More often than not, issues and concerns that exist within India's borders as a nation 

state, have close linkages with the land and people beyond. Part of this is inevitable. The 

world may be divided into many nation states that vary greatly in military and economic 

capability, population size and resource endowment. Ecological Phenomena does not 

respect the bounds of ten·itory drawn. It is normal to say we ought to think of what is 

good for the planet or the future of the land. It is much more difficult to specify who will 

define quite what those interests are. Much hinges on 'whose interests one rate higher 

than others' 1 
• 

Environment, in a dominant world-view is a term, whic!~ <nay represent anything in the 

immediate surroundings. Anything, which exists outside the person, is treated as 

environment. Man is separated from the external world in this dualistic conception. This 

dualism, an inherent characteristic of all class societies, lends the philosophical basis for 

the overexploitation of nature2
. When human beings are considered as a part of nature, it 

provides us with the better insights to look into the current ecological problems. 

As quoted by Rengarajan Mahesh in "Environmental Issues in India" (2007) Pearson Education in 
South Asia. New Delhi.p.no.517-518. 

· · As quoted by Nayar K.R. in "Ecology and Health" ( 1998) APH publishing company, New 
Delhi.p.no.9. 
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If we examine the global ecological problems in a philosophical perspective, -it has to be 

recognized that the key to a cardinal solution of the problem lies in a social 

reconstruction of the existence and practice of the inhabitants of our planet, in ending the 

exploitation of one part of society by another. Rachel Carson in her pioneering work 

argues that living forms exist as a highly integrated web and not as a hierarchy provides a 

conceptual basis for our understanding3
. 

It is important to mention the words of Fredric Engel's in this context. According to him, 

in nature nothing takes place in isolation. Everything affects and is affected by every 

other thing. He notes that "Let us not, however flatter ourselves overmuch on account of 

our human victories over nature. For each such victory nature takes its revenge on us. 

Each victory it is true, in the first place brings about the results we expected, but in the 

second and third places it has different, unforeseen effects which only too often cancel 

the first., Thus at every step we are reminded that we by no means rule over nature like a 

conqueror over a foreign people, like someone standing outside nature - but that we, with 

flesh, blood and brain, belong to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our mastery of 

it consists in the fact that we have the advantage over all other creatures of being able to 

learn its laws and apply them correctly."4 

Today' s ecological problems include deterioration of the natural environment through 

industrialization and urb2~!zation. We have built a scientific and technical civilization 

that is encroaching heavily on nature. In his pioneering work E.F. Schumacher nutes that, 

"Modern man does not experience himself as a part of nature but as an outside force 

destined to dominate and conquer nature. He even talks of a battle with nature forgetting 

that, if he won the battle, he would himself be on the loosing side." In other words, the 

changes in the last fifty years both in quantity and in the quality of man's industrial 

processes have produced an entirely new situation - a situation resulting not from our 

failures but what we thought were our greatest successes5
. 

4 

5-

As quoted by Nayar K.R. in "Ecology and Health"( 1998) APH publishing company, New 
Delhi.p.no.ll. 
Engels Frederich; ~'Dialactics of Nature"- ( 1-93'-{) Progress Publishers,Moscow_ p.no. 180. 
SchtHnacher~ E.F. ~'Small is Beailtifu/" (1973) Harper & Row publishers. New York. p.no_ 14-18. 
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Some Paradigms of Development 

Today most of the countries tend to follow a trajectory laid down by the so called 

'developed' countries. To understand this, it has to be located in the larger context of 

developmen~ px-::!digm. The meaning of 'development' is heavily contested and subjected 

to extensive debate. Several connotations are attached to this term, but unfortunately most 

of the times its meaning is reduced to economic growth. The dominant arguments of the 

capitalist school are embodied in what is known as the modernization theory, or the free 

world model of development. The essence of the theory was the transfer of western 

technology and rationality, without changing class structure as a means of development. 

It envisages that development can be only achieved through industrialization and 

urbanization. 6 

On the other hand, the Marxists argued that imperialism rather than being a benign 

political outgrowth of European civilization was an exploitative system of economic, 

social and political relations. The system changed the colonized nations into sources of 

cheap inputs to production in the capitalist nations, as well as market for their finished 

products. This was the basis of the Marxist school of thought, which came to be known as 

the dependency theory. Andre Gunter Frank asserted that the relation between the rich 

and the poor was not only beneficial to the latter, but positively destructive, hindering and 

distorting their development. The main argument of the dependency theory is that the 

developed countries could not have achieved the level of development that they have, 

without the systematic exploitation of the developing countries.7 

6 O.P.Gauba, "An Introduction to Political Theory" 4th Edition, Macmillan India Ltd. New Delhi 
Ibid. 
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Immanuel Wallerstein in his world system thesis proposes the new capitalist world 

system based on an international division of labour that d~termined relationship between 

different regions, he locates four different categories, core, ~emi-periphery, periphery and 

external in which all the regions of the world can be placed. He identifies each regions 

relative position within the world economy and concludes that the core regions as the 

major beneficiary8
. 

Though there are alternatives in conceptualizing development, the dominant paradigm 

existing in reality is along the path of capitalist development. This idea of development 

has its roots in the enlightenment ideal of rational society of free and responsible citizens, 

(i.e.) ultimately a society governed by scientific principles and managed accordingly. 

Industrial development came to be seen as a means. Unfcrtunately, the means turned into 

an end, development became a goal in itselfi.The ruling philosophy of development has 

been: "what is best for the rich must be best for the poor". This belief has been carried to 

astonishing lengths. 

It was after Second World War the term development assumed a new connotation; When 

the American President Harry S.Truman declared for the first time in h1s inauguration 

speech in 1949, the southern hemisphere as 'underdeveloped areas', and considered 

United States as the top of the social evolutionary scale with other industrialized 

countries.I 0 The aggressive reconstruction of the Western Europe became the model for 

the industrialization of the ent11e world. Development is now clearly the goal and the 

development process of the North, to be replicated by the South II_ The world is becoming 

too uniform, too standardized, too dominated by a single conception of life and its 

meaning with little scope for other available options. The dominant idea is of a uniform 

end product to be achieved by all societies. Even today-despite decades of misery and 

9 

10 

II 

Kothari Rajni, "Rethinking Development" (1988) Ajanta publications,Delhi.p.no.l25-130. 
Chatterjee partha and Finger matthias, "the earth brokers; power, politics and world 
development"( 1994) Routledge, New York.p.no 3. 
Michaei.P.J. "Developmental Strategies and Environmental Implications; A Case Study of a Fishing 
Community-in Alleppey District" ( 1998) M.Phil dissertation, CSMCH, JNU, New Delhi. 
South-refers to the majority of world's countries, which do not have the opportunity to play a 
significant role in global rule making & policy formulation( where majority of the poor reside). 
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exploitation engendered by this model- Uie ·n.otion of catching up with those who are seen· 

to be more 'developed' and along the same course continues with uncommon persistence. 

It is important to mention the views of Dudley Seers in this context, According to him, 

Development is synonymous with improvement or progre~s and what forms the 

normative aspects of development is the ensuring of necessary conditions such as food, 

employment, health, education, equalization of income distribution and participation in 

the political process. He notes that "From a long-term view point, economic growth is for 

a poor country a necessary condition of reducing poverty. But it is not a sufficient 

condition. A country where economic growth is slow or negligible may be involved in 

reshaping its political institutions so that, when growth comes, it will mean development; 

such a country could develop faster in the long run than one at present enioying fast 

growth but with political power remaining very firmly in the hands ofrich minority." 12 

International World Views 

Concem over the health of the global environment continued to rise in the late 1960's and 

early 1970's. The first systematic attempt to influence intemational world views on 

environment comes from the Club of Rome through a series of reports and world 

models. 13 "The Limits to Growth" is the most important work from the Club of Rome. 

One of the major conclusions arrived by the authors is , "If the present growth trends in 

world population, Industrialization, pollution, food production, and resource depletion 

continue unchanged, the limits to growth of this planet will be reached sometimes within 

the next one hundred years." 14 The major concem was the population growth in Third 

World countries. 

12 
Seers Dudley, "The Meaning of Development"( 1979) David Lehmann ed .. Development theory: 
Four critical Studies. London: Frank Case,PP.9-30 

13 Nayar K.R., "Environment and International Worldviews; Two step backwards" Economic and 
.. Political Weekly, Vol.25, 1990. .. . 

""14 
As quoted by Nayar K.R. in "Ecology and Health" ( 1998) APH publishing conipany, New Delhi. 
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- Experts-met in ·19"68 ·at the ·united NatTons."Biosphere Conference fo discuss globai 

environmental problems. The Stockholm Conference (1972), organized by Canada's 

Maurice Strong, was the first global United Nations conference for state officials on the 

environment. The North was interested in addressing industrial pollution, nature 

conservation and population growth. Many Southern Delegates saw global capitalism as 

the core reason for poverty and there was general anger that global economic institutions 

were pushing developing countries to export raw materials on declining terms of trade. 

The phrase 'the pollution of poverty' was coined at Stockholm, to express the idea that 

poverty was the greatest global environmental threat. 15 The Eco-development strategy, 

which was one of the offshoots of the Stockholm Conference stressed that satisfaction to 

the basic needs is essential for ecological balance. Self-reliance was considered a strategy 

for an environmentally sound production system. Despite its focus on carrying capacity, a 

neo-Malth~sian hangover, it had a positive element because of its emphasis on self

reliance and the recognition of linkages between ecological balance and international 

power structures. 16 

The term 'sustainable development' entered the environmental debate in 1980 when the 

intematio:1al union for conservation of nature and natural resources (IUCN) launched the 

world conservation strategy. 17 The Brundtland Commission or the World Commission on 

Environment and Development ( 1987) elaborates the approach of sustainable 

development which according to it implies meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Policies such as 

eco-development or sustainable development originate at the international network whose 

members themselves practice policies which are unsustainable. 18 

15 

16 

17 

18 

John Ravenhill. "Global Political Economy" (2005) Oxford University Press, New York. 
Nayar, K.R. "Changing International Gaze on Environment and Health Issues", Social Action, 
Jan- Mar 1991. 
IUCN ( 1980) World Conservation Strategy Living Resource ConservatiQnjor Sustainable 
Development: IUCN, UNEP and WWF, Switcherland. 
Nayar, K.R. "Changing International Gaze on Environment and Health Issues", Social Action, 

· · Jan- Mar 1991 
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Tile content of the Brundtlana report is an ingenious compromise. The report callS fcir" a 
transfer of environmental technologies and economic assistance to support sustainable 

development in the south. It calls too, for more effective controls on population growth, 

as well as better education and food security in the south. Sustainable development has 

been conceived as a st~ategy for sustaining 'development' i.e. to stimulate-not slow -

economic growth. The recommendations in the Brundtland report and the notion of 

sustainable development formed the core of the debate in the United Nations Conference 

on Environment and Development (UNCED, 1992: popularly known as Rio or Earth 

summit). The Rio summit put environment and development on the agendas of global 

leaders. It reinforced the assumption that more growth was compatible with a better 

global environment. In particular, its support is for more economic growth and 

indw:trialization. 19 

Population, Environment and development 

The interrelationship between population, environment and development is complex. 

Population concerns range from high growth rate in less developed countries to low rate 

of growth in the developed countries. It is often suggested that rapid population growth, 

especially m developing countries, correspondingly intensifies environmental 

degradation, which must therefore be mitigated by reducing the rate of population 

growth.20The ecological school has been instrumental in spreading a 'doomsday' 

syndrome regarding population growth. The main propositions of this school which circle 

around the issue of population growth and its impact on the environment. According to 

the authors, population growth is a major hindrance for solving all conceivable human 

problems.21 

19 

20 

21 

John Ravenhill. "Global Political Economy" (2005) Oxford University Press, New York. 
p.no.378-379. 
Barry Commoner. "Rapid Population Growth and Environmental Stress" International Joumal of 
Health Services, Vol.21 (2), 1991, p.no.l99-227. 

-- ·As quoted-by Nayar K-.R-in ~'Ecology and Health"{l9%)-APH publishing company. New Delhi. 
p.no.l2. 
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There are iriariy Malthusian environmentalists who argue in favor of reduction in 

population growth. Paul Ehrlich in his work titled 'Population Bomb' predicted that "The 

bottle to feed all of humanity is over. In the 1970's and 1980's hundreds of people will 

starve to death in spite of any crash programme embarked upon now ... No changes in 

behavior or technology can save us un!ess we can achieve control over the size of the 

human population."22 This view got an immediate acceptance in academic circles, 

international discussions and the national level policy makers. 

Many economists tend to approach 'overpopulation' as a 'developmental problem' which 

threatens market expansion, rather than simply a resource scarcity problem. To 

understand the modem 'ecological crisis', it is essential to move beyond the Malthusian 

focus on population size and density and to examine the social determinants of the 

population-environment relationship. The greatest threat to environmental sustainability 

comes from the top 20% of the global population in the North than the bottom 20% in the 

South. According to estimates revealed in UNICEF's the state of the World's children 

1994; .... The impact of the average American (US) citizen on the environment is 

approximately 3 times that of the average Italian, 13 times that of the average Brazilian, 

35 times that of the average Indian, 140 times that of the average Bangladeshi, and more 

than 250 times that of a citizen born into one of the least developed nations of sub

saharan Africa. 23 

22 

23 
Ehrlich, Paui,R, "The population Bomb"(l911) Ballentine Books, New York. pp. xi-xiii. 
Bandarage Asoka, "Women, Population and Global Crises; A Political F.conomic Analysis" (1991) 
ZedBooks;-London. p.no.233. 

14 



Thele-sson here is tliat ilie World needs to move towaids a more balanced redistribution 

and consumption of resources which is both socially and environmentally sustainable; the 

poor need to consume more and the rich need to consume less. It is only then that the 

problem of 'overpopulation' can be redressed. In other words, 'Overconsumption in the 

North and overpopulation in the south are inextricably interlinked. The policy makers in 

the North continue to push population control in the South rather than control of 

environmentally harmful technologies of production and over consumption in the 

North. 24 

The Indian Experience 

The Indian expe!"ience provides us with the clear picture of the developmeutal strategy 

prescribed by the North. It has its implications in every aspect of the policies framed in 

the country, including the health and environmental policies. The influence of population 

bomb was so powerful that in the national health planning, an important share of the 

health budget was eaten up by family planning programmes.25 

Sen mentions that, "The preoccupation with the family planning arises partly from 

widespread recognition of a real need, but also reflects an obsessive fear of the 

'population bomb' among political leaders, policy makers and health administrators ... It 

is interesting, for instance, that in contrast with the general pattem of apathy anu ueglect 

in public health institutions, close supervision and exact incentives have ensured levels 

of activity among 'auxiliary nurse midwives'(ANMs) who are the foot soldiers of the 

battle against population growth."26 Rao notes that, "the result of it is that the entire 

public health infrastructure, neglected, starved of funds, almost dysfunctional, has been 

subomed for family planning"27 

24 

25 

Bandarage Asoka, "Women, Population and Global Crises; A Political Economic Analysis"(I997) 
Zed Books, London. p.no.233. 
Rao, Mohan. "From Population Control to Reproductive Health" (2004) Sage Publications, 
New Delhi. 
Sen, Amartya and Dreze, Jean, "India Development and Participation" (2002) Oxford University 
Press,New Delhi.p.no.209 

27 -----·-Rao·,-·Mohan. "Fro1n Population··Control to Reprod-ut=tive Heaf.th!'-(2004) Sage Publications,· 
New Delhi. p.nol5. 
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Guha argues-that wheri the process of development formally got underway after Indian 

independence, it was viewed above all as a collective national endeavor to reduce the gap 

between India and the industrialized countries of the west. In the circumstances, any talk 

of ecological constraints to economic activity would have been regarded at best as 

irrelevant, and at worst, as a deviation from the primary task of rapid industrialization. 

Here the intellectual dominance of economics has been a major factor behind the neglect 

of ecological variables in development planning.28 

There is a rich ideological debate on development options in contemporary India. At one 

end of the spectrum stand technological optimists who reject the notion of ecological 

limits to growth; at the other end, romantic environmentalists who wish India to tum its 

back on economic development altogether. There is in between a vast middle ground, 

occupied by those who would try to reconcile, through technical and insti£utional means, 

the often competing claims of environmental sustainability and rapid economic growth29 

Industrialisation in India 

The industrialization process in India began: with the formation of National Planning 

commission and continues through successive five year plans. The path of industrial 

development adopted by India since independence, while following the approach of 

mixed economy gave impetus to the grc·.-.-~h of small industries to provide employment to 

many. The unorganized sector forms the bulk of these small industries, and it persists 

with lower level of technological inputs into production and decentralization process. 

The process of development as envisaged in the five year plans till the 1970's was based 

on the strategy of import substitution. However the trends changed with the growth of 

export oriented model and it resulted in large scale policy structural adjustment program, 

greater emphasis was laid on globalization and liberalization of the economy. 

28 

'. 29 
Guha Ramaehandra;-'·'Social Ecologyc' (1994-) Oxford l:Jniversity Press, New Delhi. 
Ibid, p.no.lto 9. 
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. The i:ir'omise that was ·held out by. the government was that the liberalization would 

enhance India's competitiveness, trigger a boom in exports and foreign investments and 

raise the rate of growth of output and employment. Such a process would lead to 

substantial improvement in the quality of the people including the poorese0
• 

As a result of it, India has had strong policies to promote the small-scale industrial sector; 

it is labor intensive which creates more jobs and contributes to decentralized industrial 

development. Small scale units are flexible and able to quickly reorient themselves to 

emerging demands. It has led to the intensification of the process of casualisation of 

labour which has been reported as a global trend. In these units western technological 

systems are getting adopted far and wide which produce enormous gaseous, liquid and 

solid wastes. 

Most of these units buy their inputs from _local markets and therefore lack detailed 

information about ceo-standards and possible substitutes, technical know-how and 

financial resources to invest in pollution control measures. All developing countries as 

they begin to industrialize based on western models find an important segment of their 

industries using outdated and highly polluting technologies. The problem has largely to 

do with the highly toxic mod~! of western industrialization. 

As mentioned earl~':'r, the beginning of 1980s marked a very significant shift in 

development policy from state led to market led. The overwhelming need vf many states 

in the South for immediate and long term external finance was so great that it had no 

effective bargaining power vis-a-vis the first world. This weakness coincides with the 

ascendancy of a neo-liberal agenda within the domestic policy of the United States and 

United Kingdom. The post war liberal principle of a state guided market gave way to 

neo-liberalism: the scene was set for the expansion of market fundamentalism across the 

south31
. The post -1991 intensification of the process of economic globalization has 

30 Gopal Meena, "Labour Processes and its Impact on the Lives of Women Workers; A Case Study 
of the Beedi industry in Keelapavaloor block of Tirunelveli District, Tamil Nadu" ( 1997) , 

- -. -··CSMCH, JNU, New Delhi: 
'

1 
· · John Ravehhilr"Global Political Econoiny" (2005)"0xforcrUniversity Pres!>, New York.P.no.328. 
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exacerbated these trends while contributing to the widenii:lg of the debate-on the viability 

and sustainability of India's plural ecosystems in a regime of increasing privatization, 

expanding extraction, reorganization of production systems to satisfy export orientation32
• 

The Role of TNC's and MNC's 

The emergence of Transnational and Multinational corporations has to be taken into 

account, as they feed into the assembly line of global production system. Much of the 

environmental and social destruction today is attributable to the Transnational 

Corporations, the biggest actors in the global economy. The consolidations of the world 

factory system spun giant web of exchanges across the world.Global production systems 

are hierarchi..:2lly ordered. l11e transnational corporations subdivide production 

sequences according to technological, ecological or labour skill levels, moving labour 

intensive and dirty activities to third world export platforms. 

The global production system depends on a technological division of labour within 

industrial sub sectors rather than a social division. Under colonialism, economic 

relationship were ordered by the social division of labor -whether within the colonizing 

countries, or between them and their colonies. In the later case this colonial division of 

labour was in the fom1 of a town/country relationship on a world scale. That is why we 

are able to find lwt;e metropolis draining the resources of the countryside in a parasitic 

manner.33 

The developed countries do not want to keep the dirty industries within their boundaries. 

Today there is a trend of export of hazardous industries that threatens the health and 

environment of the ordinary citizens of the world over. Mostly it is carried out by 

transnational corporations to locate their most dangerous industrial activities outside 

North, in countries where regulatory controls may be less strict. They tend to have an 

32 Smitu Kothari, Imtiaz Ahmed & Helmet Reifeld , "The Value of Nature: Ecological Politics in 

India" (2003) Rainbow Publishers Ltd. Noida. p.no.J4. 
33 

_ KothariRajni,~'Rethinking Development" (1988) Ajanta publications, Delhi. 
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attitude· which could be termed as NIMBY (Not in My Backyard) i.e. not to have the 

polluting industrial units with in their locality.34 Hence the developing countries of the 

South have to pay the huge ecological costs for the development in the North. 

Nayar argues that the existing path of development that countries like India has chosen 

for itself is detrimental to the principles of sustainable development. He notes that, "Lack 

of stringent environmental control and standards would lead to more and more of 

government in favour of market forces may increase the difficulty of ensuring effective 

control over polluting industries. Transboundary movement of hazardous products and 

wastes to the developing countries would be further accelerated35
". Hence he raises 

serious questions on the macroeconomic policies which govern the present pattern of 

development. 

Several US based economists and public health experts have documented the flight 

cenain particularly dangerous industries (e.g. asbestos textiles and benzidine-based dyes) 

from the relatively highly regulated environments of the developed countries. By shifting 

hazardous production process to less developed countries where a little or no 

environmental regulations exists, these manufacturers avoid investing capital m 

equipment necessary to control hazardous exposures. As a result of lower capital 

investment, wages and energy costs, profits are substantially higher. At the same time, 

':vnrkers in these countries are exposed to disease-producing levels of toxic substances, 

and unemployment increases in the developed cotu1tries. The final products of the 

relocated industries are then exported back to the industrialized countries36
. 

34 

35 

Michael.P.J. "Developmental Strategies and Environmental Implications: A Case Study of a Fishing 
Community in Alleppey District" ( 1998) M.Phil Dissertation, CSMCH, JNU, New Delhi. 
Nayar, K.R.. "Sustainable Development: Conceptual Issues and Linkages with 
Environment and Health" in 'Environment and Health in Developing Coumries'(l998) edited 
by Chatterji, Manas Musansinghe Mohan and Ganguly. Rabin. A.P.H. Publishing Corporation . 
New Delhi. p.no.81-86. 
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There are serious health effects because of the transfer of technology to the developing 

world. According to the 1983 report of the executive director of the United Nations 

Environment Programme, The status of the world environment: 1983, "there is a thn·1t 

that some chemical processes and some hazardous waste may be moved to less 

demanding locations, including developing countries which may not be fully equipped to 

control these polluting activities. Lesley Doyal and SaD.:ud Epstein (1983) stated in their 

book, the politics of cancer: Great Britain, "Multinational corporations exploit people in 

the less regulated countries of the world, while securing gains for people in countries no 

longer exposed to the hazards. The victims of such a policy are often in underdeveloped 

countries where standards of health are already low. In addition, manufacturers are able 

to continue producing dangerous substances without regard to their social usefulness.37
" 

The toxic circles of industrial hazards spread in successive waves outward: from the 

workplace to the neighborhood, and to the community at large. Sheesan and Wedeen 

have focused on New Jersey, the heart of industrial America, where three centuries of 

experience with occupational and environmental disease offers lessons to rest of the 

world. They have documented how Corporations, government agencies, courts. unions, 

physicians, workers and citizens have tried to ignore, evade, and finally battle the terrible 

legacy of industrial disease. In their words, 

"New Jersey's conflict between economic growth and protection of health was a 

byproduct of industrial development and paralleled dilemmas encountered through out 

the nation -indeed, through out the world. Environmental damage and occupational 

disease were a little interest to entrepreneurs. A complex state bureaucracy was created in 

part to protect health, in part to encourage industrial expansion. Competing voices 

sounded; a vast cadre of experts of progressively increasing specialization, but nan·owing 

vision, developed to address the divergent goals of productivity and health. Connection 

between occupational disease and environmental hazards remained remote. "38 

37 

38 
Jane H.lvis, "the export of hazard" ( 1985)Routledge & Kegan Paul, London.p.no. I 72 to I 73. 
Sheen E. Helen and Wedeen P. Richard "Toxic Circles- Environmental Hazards from 
the-Workplace Into the Community" (1993) Rutgers University Press, New Jersy. p.no.l-23 
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Millen, Irwin and Yong Kim in their book 'Dyeing for Growth' have examined the 

complex interactions between local, national and global policies and institutions and they 

have Jnalyzed the effects of these interactions on poor people's health. They have 

scrutinized specific organizations, development approaches, and economic policy 

m~?~ures, arguing that many fail to relieve - aad in some case actually exacerbate -the 

conditions of social, physical and economic adversity under which poor people 

worldwide struggle to survive. They have looked closely at strategies such as export-led 

growt...l), privatization, and trade liberalization linking the intended and unintended effects 

of these policies to declining health outcomes among vulnerable populations. Some of 

their concluding observations are: 

"Even in industrialized countries with elaborate health infrastructures, increases in life 

expectancy and other public health advanr.es can be reversed when social services are 

sacrificed as part of narrowly conceived hastily implemented economic measures to 

expand market and promote growth. 

Public health and well being are not determined solely by the quantity of resources 

available to a country's govemment, or the size of its health budget. With the political 

determinMion to put health and equity private and corporate interests, even the poor 

countries with limited resources can achieve high health standards and excellent health 

outcomes. "39 

Van dana Shiv a in her study notes that, "People, their environment and their society are 

not separable by rigid and insular boundaries. The boundaries between them are porous 

and flexible, allowing interchange and influence.· .. the unity here ... rests on the continuity 

of life in its interconnectedness, there are subtle and complex connections between 

diseases of the human body, the decay of ecosystems and the breakdown of civil society, 

39 Kim Jim Yong, Millen V. Joyce • Irwin Alec and Gerhman John ed .• "Dyeing for Growth" (2000). 
Cornmon Courage Press.Monroe.P.no.382-84. 



just as there are interconnections in. the search for health in all these ievels"
40

. It provides 

a conceptual basis for our understanding the linkages between environment, health and 

development. 

The Empirical Context of Work and Health 

The influence of environment on work and human health was studied by scholars like 

Engels and John Snow long ago. In Engel's words, "Society pbces hundreds cf 

proletarians in such a position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural 

death, it has placed workers under conditions in which they can neither retain health nor 

live long, they are compelled to infect the region of their own dwellings"41
• John Snow 

while investigating cholera in London identified that cholera rates were particularly high 

in areas supplied by S~Jecific company. It is an important landmark in th~ his!ory of 

observational epidemiologl2
. Tne contributions of these scholars provide us with the 

conceptual basis for understa11ding the empirical context of work and health. In fact, there 

have been several studies pursued by many scholars in recent times. A few studies based 

on this framework need to be mentioned. 

Goran Djurfeldt and Staffan Lindberg, based on their study on the introduction of western 

medicine in the village Thaiyur in Tamilnadu during 1969-70 have concluded that the 

health situation in village was a consequence of the prevailing economic and political 

order; while both the western and indegenious systems of medicine were equally 

important in dealing with health situation, only a profound transformation in the 

economic and political structure could give the people of Thaiyur the means to improve 

their health. 43 

40 

41 

42 
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Debabar Banerji' s study spread over 9 years (1972-1981 ), carried out in 19 villages from 

different parts of the country· which was an in-depth study of povetty conditions. The 

dimensions of rural !ife and also provides data base for making a more detailed analysis 

of poverty and ecological conditions and health problems. While mentioning the 

implications of the study he notes that, 

"The: study thus provided data on various aspects of most overwhelming health problem 

faced by rural populations in India: the problem of hunger. Poverty leads to fmther 

disintegration and deterioration of the environment and of living conditions-of sanitation. 

of the quality of drinking water, of shelter, of clothing, and being forced to eat wild roots, 

grass, seeds, leaves, and even garbage.44
" 

Sheila Zurbrigg while analyzing ill-health has taken into consideration ·the socio-· 

economic factors that influence the health behavior of the people. Her analysis iooks at 

the much broader social and political conditions which appear to be the founJation upon 

which significant health improvement can occur. It gives the wider perspective of how 

economic factors like compulsion to work, and ihe risk of loss of wage which in effect 

means inability to feed her own family force her to ignore health. While seeking solution 

to ill-health she notes that, the broader relationship must be addressed: that is, the link 

between Rakku's mud hut and laboring existence and the entire of structure of society in 

'>vhich it is located.45 

The socio-economic factors like caste, dass, income, education and working conditions 

have a definite impact on the health status of the people. Qadeer and Roy in their study 

point out the social coordinates of workers health. They found that "the social coordinates 

of workers health, reveal it to be not merely dependent on medical technology but in fact 

related to various socio-economic parameters. What is impmtant is the way in which 

these ordered. Workers health is thus strongly affected by decisions about the choice of 

product, the choice of technology and the choice of workforce to operate the technology 

44 

45 
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on one hand, ·on the uther, by social processes like welfare movements and legal 

interventions, all ultimately linked to the nature of social stratification and the demands 

of profit motive and private ownership". The study highlights that a person's place in the 

social hierarchy determines their access to basic amenities for life like housing, drinking 

water, medical facihcies, education etc46
. 

Nayar in his study provides an integrated understanding of environment, health and 

development. His study presents the environmental and health concerns in the agrarian 

sector by taking the case of Kuttanad region in kerala. He has conceptualized 

environment as a system comprising of sub-systems like the natural, physical, 
\ 

psychological and social environment. The study has attempted to understand the socio-

economic and physical environment and brought out the inter-relationship between the 

ecosystem and the living and working context. The study focuses on 111.1mber of indicators 

like occupation, education, housing, water supply and sanitation. 

The study concludes that there exists a disharmony in the str~cture of the environmental 

systems in Kuttanad. While mentioning the effects of the environmental system he notes 

that, 'The disharmony becomes meaningful when placed in an eco-societal context. The 

environmental imbalanc~ reproduced in the pollution of water, environmentaily induced 

diseases and the frustration evident from the responses are the result of contradictions 

that exist between the different socio-economic formations."47 

Ramila Bisht in her study has also conceptualize-d environment as a system comprising 
' subsystems, like the natural, physical and social environment. It is based on the case study 

of 5 villages in Pauri Garhwal district in Uttarpradesh. Household surveys were 

conducted in 161 households and analysis ~n caste stratification, land owning patterns, 

migration patterns and peoples perception on common diseases were carried out. She has 

argued that environmental degradation has to be understood within the context of reasons 

of underdevelopment of hill economies· as microsystems within the larger macro systems 

46 
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of Capitalist economy. Based on her findings, she has emphasized the need to change 

from simple understanding -of the causality of a disease in terms of particular 

environmental condition towards a "complex' set of conditions which co!1ectively affect 

health.48
. 

Dir;Ju Nair has conducted a study in a village in Cherthala Taluk, Alleppey District. Her 

focus was on the living and working conditions of coir workers. She has identified four 

cat~gorie.;; of workers based on their activities with respect to coir yam production. Based 

on the household surveys and in-depth case reports, the socio-economic and working 

patterns were analyzed. The study has shown the interlinkages between living and 

working conditions and their interaction in producing marginalized life patterns, which 

results in low standard of living, hard nature of work, long working hours, and low wages 

coupled with unhygienic working environment that makes the workers susceptible to 

different kinds of illnesses.49 

Studies spedfically on dyeing units 

Specific studies on Dyeing units and their linkages with environment and health were 

also reviewed. While majority of them tries to substantiate the argument through water 

testing, some of them highlight specific medical and developmental issues. A few studies 

are mentioned here. 

Govindarajalu has explained the Industrial effluents and health status of people in Noyyal 

river basin in Tamil Nadu. In his work, he took industrial pollution as a major factor 

causing the degradation of the environment. The main focus of the study is on the health 

status of villagers, agriculture and the livestock population. In his study he has identified 

specific medical problems such as skin allergy, respiratory infections, general allergy, 

gastritis and ulcer based on three health camps conducted. But the study fails to look irito 

49 
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the social, economic and political dimensions of health. The significant observation made 

in his study was that most of the villagers were avoiding the use of polluted water in the 

system tanks and wells otherwise the percentage of persons affected from different 

diseases could have been at higher rate50
. 

Prithiviraj has concentrated on suppliers working for Dutch gannent retailers in Timpur 

region. He has investigated sixteen factories in the field of textile dyeing, textile 

bleaching and ga.rment production by means of interviews with factory owners, trade 

unions and workers. The research also includes water sample analysis. The study 

concludes that the textile bleaching production processes are a serious threat to human 

health and the environment in the wider region of Tirupur. The study also notes that the 

workers in these units handle chemicals without proper protection measures. Chronic 

health problems and skin diseases of workers were also identified. But the m::}jor 

limitation is that the study tries to reduce its scope in terms of corporate responsibilitl 1
• 

A few studies using natural scientific approach were also reviewed, in a way such studies 

reassert the arguments of the studies mentioned earlier, Nupur Mathur, Pradeep 

Bhatnaga, Pankaj Nagar and Mahendra Kumar Bijamia from the University of Rajastl.an 

has conducted a case study on Sanganer town, part of Jaipur (Rajasthan, India), which is 

famous worldwide for its dyeing, and printing industries. They have collected water 

samples from six different locations in the town. Based on statistical analysis and 

Mutagenicity assessment of effluents from textile/dye industries, the data was obtained. 

The study clearly indicates that the industrial effluents that are directly discharged into 

the Amani Shah Ka Nallah drainage contain highly mutagenic compounds. According to 

them if the water from this drainage is used for agriculture, it would lead to major 

ecological and health-related problems not only for residents of the town, but also for the 

populations of other nearby cities who consume the agricultural products of the area. 

50 
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These compounds contaminate the surface and even underground water, thereby making 

it unfit for irrigation and drinking52
. 

Kristina Fum has focused on the effects of dyeing and bleaching industries on the area 

around the Orathupalayam Dam in southern India. The study has been carried out in the 

mu~i polluieJ areas around the Dam. Water Sampling, Soil sampling, GIS system and 

Interviews were the methods used to determine the extent and impact of pollution on 

water, soil and people around the dam. Based on the synthesis of chemical analysis and 

the interviews made at the sampling locations, the study strongly indicates that many 

hamlets have been affected by the polluted water from the Orathupalayam d~m, which 

originates from the dyeing and bleaching units. The study also brings out the struggle of 

rural population for water and land compensation. Though the study lacks a sociological 

approach, it is implicit in the findings. 

An interesting aspect of the study is that, in the concluding pages, the author notes that 

"A large part of the textiles in th~ dyeing and bleaching factories is exported to Europe 

and North America. It is cheaper to produce, bleach and dye clothes in India where the 

labour costs are much less and the Environmental laws are weaker. However, through 

their imports, the importing countries are exporting the huge environmental problems 

involved in this trade. The foreign buyers and consumers should therefore take 

responsibility for the unsustainable impact of the textile industry"53
. 

Salwa M.Abdullah & Fawzy M.Kishk has studied Egypts ecological situation with regard 

to the textile sector. Their study area is Kafr-Eldawar district of the Northern delta which 

represents a rural ecosystem with extensive industrial and agricultural activities. It is 

composed of textile, chemical and organic dye-making factories. They have used 

participatory rural appraisal (PRA) approach for their study. Their study concludes that 

52 
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rural communities have been subjected to severe environmental injustice mainly by 

industry generated air and water pollution. They have pointed out that pollution has 

degraded the ecosystem and affected the health and livelihood status of inhabitants 

adversely. It has also result~d in problems such as poor access to safe drinking water and 

sanitary sewage disposal system. The study brings out the links between poverty, poor 

health, decline of sustainability and productivity of the ecosystem through empirical 

findings 54
. 

Though some interest has developed m this area of research, most of the literatures 

available in this topic are reduced to environmental or biomedical frameworks. From a 

public health perspective, it is important to look at the socio-economic condition of the 

study population, their living conditions and the way people 9erceive the disease and its 

_causes. This is· important given the impact of such a developmental process on the 

population. 

The literatures reviewed provide us with a broader perspective of the linkages hetween 

environment, health and development. The present study focuses on the health 

implications of industrial effluents released from the dyeing and bleaching units. The 

Karur Industrial District is the typical example of the growth-oriented developmental 

n1odel. In our study, the dyeing and bleaching units and the industrial effluents are 

visualized as the products of the growth oriented developmental model, whereas health of 

the people is conceptualized as the product of their living and working conditions. 

54 Salwa M.Abdullah & Fawzy M.kishk'" Impacts of ecosystem degradation on livelihood: A case study 
of Northern Nile Delta,Egypt.in Vineetha Menon, P.R.Gopinathan Nair and K.N.Nair eds., 
Alleviaring poverty-Case studies of local level linkages and processes in the Developing World, 

· ... Centre for Development studies, 2005. Rainbow Publishers,Noida. p.no.SI-75. 
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Apart from studying the living and working conditions and their possible impact on 

health, the study recognizes the need to understand the local context in terms of the 

macro level forces operating at the glob~:! level. The basic assumption is that the changes 

in the developmental policies of the government and its consequent changes in a 

particular industrial sector have brought about changes in the organization of production 

and siru~Lllfe of li1,e Karur textile industry. The study makes an attempt to explore the 

interlinkages between various factors that are operating at the regionaL national and 

i!!ternationa! !eve! and their collective implications for health within an interdisciplinary 

framework. 
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I KARUPPAMPALAYAM VilLAGE PANCHAYAT 

Karur-An Overview 

Karur district is the centrally located district in Tamil Nadu. It is bounded on the north by 

Namakkal district, the Dindigul district in the south, the Tiruchirapalli district on the west 

and Erode district on the east. The adrninistrati ve headquarter of this district and taluk is 

located at Karur. In September 1995 Tiruchirappalli district was divided into three 

districts namely Tiruchirappalli, Karur and Perambalur districts. According to the said 

trifurcation, Karur revenue division of 1981 Census, which comprised of three taluks 

namely Karur, Manapparai and Kulithalai were detached from the erstwhile 

Tiruchirappalli district to form this district. 
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Karur is one of the ancient towns in Tamil Nadu and has played a significant role in the 

history and culture of Tamils. Its history dates back over 2000 years. and has been a 

flourishing trading centre even in the early sangam days. It wa cal!~d Karuvoor or vanji 

during sangam days. The district has a very rich cultural heritage. 

Karur District covers an area of 28::1.J.57 Sy.kms. As per 2001 census there are 9, 35,G86 

persons residing in this district (Statistical Handbook 2003, Tamil Nadu). The District 

shov.'s a density of 323 persons per _q.km. !t includes four Ta!uks namely Karur, 

Aravakurichi, Kulithalai and Krishnarayapuram. It is divided into eight Development 

blocks. There are 158 village Panchayats and 203 Revenue villages. 

The topography of the district is almost plain except Rengamalai hills in extreme south 

of Aravakurichi Taluk, Tipasarnimalai and vellimalai hills in Kulithalai taluk . Cauvery is 

the majo!" river flowing on northern and eastern boundaries. Amaravat!1y is another river 

that runs through the district and confluences with Cauvery. There are Kudaganaru 

known as Kattaru (Wild River), Nanganchi riYers which flow during rainy days. 

Karur is one of the major textile towns in Tamil Nadu. Karur generates around $300 

million dollars a year in foreign exchange through direct and indirect exvorls. The 

industries like ginning, spinning, dyeing, weaving etc employs around 2 lakh people in 

and around karur. There are about 1000 units along a 17km stretch of river Amaravathy, 

which undertake dyeing, bleaching, tailoring, knitting, knotting and packaging. 

Karur is noted for products like-bed linens, kitchen linens, toilet linens, table linens, wall 

hangings and mosquito nets. Karur Textile Manufactures Association plays major role in 

establishing Karur in the textile map of India as well as local politics. It is a renowned 

centre for bus body building, also the home to Chettinad cements. The Agro-industries 

such as EID-Parry has a sugar factory in Pugalur, and The Tamil Nadu Newsprint and 

Papers Limited (TNPL) is within Karur and it is the second largest producer of bagasse 

based paper in the world. 
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The Pollution Problem 

Of the 11,01,522.66 tones of hazardous waste generated in the state every year Karur 

comri butes about 85,263 tones and ranks second next to Coi:nbatore. 1 For the present 

study. it is impcrt~t to understand the pollution problem 0f the entire district. The 

fol lowing is a brief description of it. 

In Karur district there were totally 34 Red category and 8 Orange category industries in 

1995-96, which are classified based on the nature of hazardous waste by Tamil Nadu 

Pollution Control Board (TNPCB). Most of the industries are situated in Karur town. Red 

category industries are mostly textiles, chemicals and pharmaceutical industries . 

The dyeing units discharging the effluents in the irrigation cantiL are the m(ljor problem 

in Karur taluk. Clean water is the critical requirement of these dyeing units, as the quality 

of the wMer largely affects the quality of dyeing and bleaching. Wh;le these industries 

usc clean water for processing. the chemicals used by these industries 1·i::., wetting 

agent: , soda ash, caustic soda. peroxides, sodium hypochlorite, bleaching powder. 

common ·salt, acids. dye stuffs, soap oil and, fixing and finishing agents lead to pollution 

of water. 

The dyeing and bleaching units use a variety of toxic chemicals, including hydroxides, 

hydrochloric acid, sulphuric acid and sodium nitrate. The toxic content of the effluents 

increased in the 1990s with dyers switching to vat and reactive dyes such as prozine from 

Naphthol after European countries brumed the import of textiles treated with azo-dyes. 

Little was done to correct the situation until May 1993, the residents of about 20 villages 

approached TNPCB seeking the closure of the polluting units. The state government 

announced plans to set up Common Effluent Treatment Plants. (CETPs) and it also 

provided subsidies. 

The Hindu dated 05/07/2005 bnsed on TNPCB report. 
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As per the directi ves of TNPCB, on July 1997, out of the 608 units 434 were attached to 

CETPs, 167 set up their own treatment plants and seven had stopped their operations2
. 

Noyyal Irrigation Farmer's Association's President of Karur taluk, filed a Public Interest 

Litigation before the Green bench of the Madras High Court seeking the closure of all 

polluting units. The court directed the TNPCB to ensure that in the next three months 

those units which released untreated effluents into the water sources to be closed down3
. 

Dyeing Owners Association has been set up a Karur Taluk Dyeing and Bleaching 

Effluent Treatment Plant Company Limited. As per this association 8 treatment plants 

have been initiated and this association controls its functions and maintenance. 

Karur taluk Highlighted by Yell ow line on Google Earth Image 

2 As quoted by Krishnakumar Asha (1998), "A pollution challenge" Frontline, vol.l5 . June-July 03. 
Ibid. 
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Location of an Effluent Treatment Plant Nearer to Karuppampalayam Canal. 

The bleaching, dyeing, and printing processes are water intensive industrial activities. 

The ground water level in Karur is sinking down every year. The industrial use of ground 

water is intensified to a greater extent. The flow of Amaravathy is not recharging the 

ground water as much as in the past, as continuous sand mining has almost completely 

removed the river's sand bed. The availability of drinking water has become a major 

problem and the municipality is tapping water from the Cauvery River which is flowing 

15 kms away. 

The problem of pollution continues even after the establishment of Common Effluent 

Treatment Plants . While most of them question the inefficiency of these plants in terms 

of their functioning, some of them have raised serious questions on the pollution control 

technologies i.e., whether they are up to the standard of quality control. Recently, the 

committee of experts set up by the Madras High Court to investigate the damage to River 

Amaravathy through pollution caused by dyeing and bleaching units, has urged the units 

in Karur to prepare a road map to establish an advanced pollution control measures such 

as Reverse Osmosis and Nano-membrane technologies. Officials also have underlined the 
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need to move away from the dangerous reactive dyes to organic or natural dyes that are 

less harmful4
. 

Within the local context, it is interesting to see there are groups of divergent views and 

each has formed their own associations and they have approached the problem within 

their own perspective. Though everyuue accepts the high degree of environmental 

degradation that is happening, there are different dimensions to the problem. 

The bleaching and dyeing process constitutes only one step ih the chain of activities in 

the hosiery industry. There are different kinds of units ranging from large dyeing units 

(which use about 5 to 6 lakh litres of water per day) to small units (which use less than I 

lakh litre of water a day) there are about 150 smaller units. The bleaching units number 

about 200. Most segment of the industry including the dyers themselves says that the 

courts decision to club bleachers is unfair. They point out that the bleaching process uses 

!llainly chlorine, which is certainly not as hazardous as the chemical dyes and they voice 

out the recent problem of establishing Reverse Osmosis plants (Ro plants) for attaining 

zero effluent discharge5
. The Dyers and Bleachers Association and Tirupur Exporter 

Association argue that it is not possible to pay huge costs for treatment process by all the 

owners. 

The trade umons like CITU have focused on the livelihood issues . and the working 

conditions of the labourers. Their argument is that at least 60% of the dyeing unit' will 

close down if they are forced to install Ro plants without any assistance from the State 

and Union Governments. The livelihoods of lakhs of families were affected, when the 

dyeing units were closed for releasing untreated effluents in 1998. If the same is repeated 

now, the problem will be much worse. 

The Hindu dated 13/05/07 . 
. Sridhar. V (2005), " Tirupur' s crises". Frontline vol.22 issue 17 aug.l3-26. 
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The Farmers Associations have taken up the issue in terms of their l0ss in productivity of 

the soil and they have claimed compensation from the dyeing and bleaching units. They 

argue in terms of their loss in soi1 fertility due to the pollution ground water. There is a 

serious agrarian crisis in this region which can not be merely attached to monsoon 

failares. They voice out the ecological dimension of the rroblem. The Farmers 

Association has taken initiatives: they have filed Public Interest Litigations and have 

organized many protests. 

The Study Area 

Most of textile related factories hke dyeing and bleaching units are placed in at~d around 

of Karur town and they discharge their effluents into Amaravathi River which flows in 

the study area. Thanthoni block cf Karur ta!uk has been selected for this studj', ar.d the 

specific Village Panchayat selected for the study is Karuppa:mpalayam. Thanthoni block 

.is noted for industries like textile, dyeing and bleaching. Besides this, Thanthoni blo.::k is 

very well knmvn for its contamination of both surface and groundwater through· 

discharges of effluent from these types of industries. Karur is one of the major urban 

center which is worst affected by water pollution in Tamil Nadu. 

Karuppampalayam -An Overview 

Karuppampalayam viilage Panchayat lies close to the Dindigul-Bangalore national 

highway, 8 kms away from Karur town on the banks of the river Amaravathy. 

The Panchayat is administratively functioning under Thanthoni block and Karur taluk. 

Karuppampalayam is a panchayat comprising of four hamlets namely Karuppampalayam, 

Sukkaliyoor, Mattaparai puthoor and Pothiyampallam of which Karuppampalayam is the 

mother village. Its population is 2502 as per 2001 census which includes 1232 men and 

1270 women. The Scheduled caste population is 486(242 male and 244 female).The total 

number of households in Karuppampalayam as per the Panchayat office is 512, but the 

count would definitely increase because of the migrant workers. 

38 



The Panchayat consists of Kongu Vella/a Gounders as a dominant social group. The other 

major communities include Devandrakula Pallars, Muthurajas and Nadars. Most of the 

streets have at its entrance with welcome board proclaiming its caste affiliatioc. The 

Panchayat is divided into four wards. The Panchayat council consists of nine ward 

members, seven men and two women. 

The major occupatious include agriculture, dyeing and bleaching, textiles and 

construction works. The principal crops of this region are paddy, millets, pulses, oil seeds, 

sugarcane, banana and turmeric. In the recent times with the growth of textile exports. the 

dyeing and bleaching units have gained momentum in this region. There are about 55 

dyeing units in and around the village Panchayat. As the nature work demands many 

manual labourers, many local landless labourers get work regularly in these units. A 

Common Efflcent Treatment Plant is located within the Panchayat limit. 1n recent years 

few textile units afe emerging much close to the Panchayat limits. 

There is a Primary health centre which is located in the Karuppampalayam hamlet. There 

are two primary schools and a high school in the Panchayat. A PDS ration shop is 

functioning in the Sukkaliyoor hamlet and the Panchayat has a self help group building 

and a community hall. The Panchayat office and the village administrative office are 

located in the interior portion of the Karuppampalayam hamlet. 

The most important festival celebrated is the Bagavathi Amman temple festival, which is 

celebrated during the Tamil month of Panguni (March-April). This particular local diety 

has spread over most of the villages in the entire district. Though it is considered as the 

village festival, almost all the caste groups have their own festivals to celebrate and their 

own deities too. They also celebrate all other Hindu festivals; however, Pongal is one of 

the important harvest festival. Most of the festivals are in connection with agriculture in 

one way or the other. The important deities include Bagavathi Amman, Pukkurandi 

Amman and Mari Amman. They also worship Pasupatheeswara, Murugan, Ganesha and 

Thirumal. Goat sacrifice or Kida-vettu is a common ritual among the villagers especially 

Gounders. 
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The village is covered by the irrigation system of Amaravathy dam. A check dam is 

constructed near by the village, from which the Thirumanilayur Rajavaikal, the main 

channel is used to irrigate the 900 ctcres of ayacut spread across Kan1ppampalayam and 

nearby village Panchayats of Appipalayam and Sanapiratti. 

The Drought and the Drinking water crisis in 2002 

In the year 2002, Karuppampalayam witnessed a severe drought. The summer of the year 

2001 was a period of deficient rainfall of southwest monsoon to this region. It was 

repeated in the year 2002. There was no flow of water frOJll Amaravathy dam from 

February 2002 to August 2002.Similar situation existed in the nearby villages like 

Appipalayam. This had not happened in the pa~t 65 years. Drinking waler was not 

available for hmnan beings and cattle in all the villages along the river Amaravathy in 

this region. The drought continued also in the year 2003. 

The drought forced the farmers in the region to adjust their cropping pattern to m~tch the 

availability of water. The drought began to affect the area severely. Many farmers 

allowed their annu~l crops, especially sugarcane and banana, to wither away losing their 

entire investment. Hundreds of coconut palms dried up. In the same period the demand 

for w:r r from the dyers began to increase with the increase of export. As villClgers 

(farmers in particular) resisted tapping the river water, the dyers began to dig deep bore 

wells along the riverbank. Though the drinking water probl~m was settled by means of 

water supply schemes, obtaining water from Cauvery (Cauvery kootu kudineer Thittam), 

the prolonged occasional clashes and conflicts between the dyers and the farmers 

intensified during-the drought period. 

A Peace Committee meeting was held on 26 and 27 september 2002 at RDO office as 

there were clashes that took place before this dates. The representatives of 

Karuppampalayam and Appipapalayam Panchayats, Dyeing factory owners and the MLA 
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or' Karur Constituency, and authorities of revenue, police and pollution control 

departments participated in the meeting, where the pollution and contamination of 

drinking water was seriously discussed. The establishment of Reverse Osmosis (RO) 

plant was suggested as the solution to deal with the problem. But still there have been 

many practical difficulties in its implementation. As mentioned earlier in May 2007, the 

Madras High Court has provided directions regarding establishment of i"eVefse osmosis 

plants, and nano membrane technologies; however the problem of pollution continues in 

this region. 

Research Issues 

With this backdrop, the study makes an attempt to explore and understand the 

environment and health problems related to the industr!~l effluents from dyeing and 

bleaching units in Karuppampalayam Panchayat. The environment of Karur is changing 

at a tremendous vace due to industrialization and urbanization. With the growth of textile 

exports, the dyeing and bleaching units of Karur has expanded rapidly over recent 

decades, following increased integration of global economic networks. This sector has 

been flourishing at a fast rate as a response to rising consumption demand and 

burgeoning export markets_ Based on our theoretical understanding, it is conceded that 

the research problem has not to be only understood within the context of the regional and 

national level, but within the global framework. 

A number of questions emerging about the growth oriented developmental pattern of 

Karur District Whether this growth is for development, a basic question still remains. 

Understanding the linkages between environment, health and development from a third 

world perspective is highly relevant in this context. Some of the questions of this study 

are-

(I) What are the socio-economic implications of the growth of dyeing and 

bleaching units for the people living in Karuppampalayam? 

(2) Which section of the population in the village is the major beneficiary? 

41 



(3) What are the conflicts and issues related to land and water that have iJeen 

affected by industrial effluents? 

(4) What are the major changes in the occupational and livelihood pattern of the 

people in the village? 

(5) What is the overall impact of the industrial effluents on the life at~d health of 

the rural population? 

OBJECTIVES 

The broad objective of the study is to critically capture the nature of development in the 

Kamr Industrial District in general, the dyeing and bleaching units in particular and their 

implication tor health of the people living in K?ruppamp:!layam. 

The specific objectives include, 

• To understand the socio-economic structure and living conditions of the 

study population. 

• To examine the changes in occupational and livelihood pattern (}f the people 

in the village. 

• To critically analyse the conflicts between different socio-economic groups 

in the village. 

• To understand the health problems of the people in the village. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Exploratory research design 

The study investigated the health implications of industrial effluents from dyeing and 

bleaching units. Both Qualitative and Quantitative methods such as Household Surveys, 

·Non-Participant Observation, Informal Group Discussions, In~depth interviews and Focus 
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Group Discussion were utilized for collecting the data. Importance IS given to the 
.~ 

qualitative dirnension of the problem. 

Selection of the study village 

As mentioned earlier there are eight Development Blocks and four Taluks in Karur 

District. The area of study falls under Thanthoni Block of Karur Taluk. The study village 

is selected, based on the concentration of the dyeing and bleaching units in and around 

the village. Our selection therefore is purposive. Efforts have. been made to ensure that 

the health services are within the reach of the study population. Our study, hence, is not 

representative of the District, but it definitely is indicative of the pattern of industrial 

development in the district and the conditions of iife and work of the people. 

In the initial stage, the researcher decided to conduct the study in Senappiratti Panchayat 

of Thanthoni Block. But after uaderstanding the concentration of dyeing and bleaching 

units in the entire region and the location of Common Effluent Treatment Plants· 

Karuppampalyam Panchayat was finally selected. 

Selection of the Study Population 1 

Among the 512 households of the village Panchayat (as per the Panchayat list), 

household survey was carried out in 10 percent of the households. The first household 

- was s'elected randomly and from it every lOth household was studied. In case, whenthe 
. . 

researcher was unable to access the 1Oth household, the 11th one was taken into the 

sample. The household survey was aimed at generating' an overview of the social and 

economic composition of the villagers in terms of caste, landownership pattern, 

occupational pattern, educational status, livestock and other possessions of families. 
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Toois of Data Collection 

Primary data 

Information gathered through fieldwork from the study population is conslituted as th~ 

primary data of this study. It was generated through the following ways. 

• Non Participant Observation 

• Informal Group Discussions 

• Semi-structured interview schedule 

• In-depth Interviews and 

• Focus Group Discussions. 

Non Participant Observation: 

During the fieldwork period, the researcher stayed aiong \vith the people of 

Karuppampalayam and collected relevant information required for this study. 

Considerable time had been spent in the field for building rapport with the villagers and 

for gaining their confidence. In our exploratory study, observation has been an important 

method of data collection mainly at the village level. The environmental conditions in 

which people live, their day-to-day activities, the nature of work, the village structure and 

other preliminary information were collected using this method. 

Informal Group Discussions: 

Informal Discussions ii1 the village were carried out during different occasions especialiy 

in the evening with different groups of people in the village. Though there were problems 

in managing the situation, these informal discussions provided chance to explore the 

problem from different dimensions. Sometimes only the group found very much 
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interesting in interaction witnout much effot1 from the part of researcher but it was not 

always the same. 

Semi-Structured Interview Schedule 

This was carried out in 52 households to collect socio-economic and health data. The 

Schedule included both quantitative and qualitative data. Data on age, sex, easte, 

eJucation, occupation, and ownership of land, monthly income of households, sources of 

drinking water, toilet facilities, housing type, livestock and other possessions were 

collected. People's perception on environment and health problems were also collected 

using this method. 

In-Depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews were carried out with the key informants to collect majority of the 

qualitative primary data. In-depth interviews were carried out with the farmers, dyeing 

and bleaching unit owners, workers, dalits, government authorities and local political 

leaders to collect majority of the primary data. In-depth interviews helped us to 

understand the interlinkages between differept factors such as the growth of dyeing and 

bleaching units, employment opportunities, pollution problems, agricultural crises, social 

conflicts in the village, health problems etc. 

Focus GrQup Discussion 

A general focus group discussion (FGD) checklist was prepared to collect information

well in advance. The checklist included the growth of dyeing and bleaching units and 

their impact on rural life such as favourable and unfavourable effects, health conditions 

such as housing, sanitation, drinking water, status of women, education, availability and 

accessibility of health services, occupation, employment opportunities, agricultural crises, 

pollution problems, social conflicts in the village, the role ·of state machinery, health 
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. I 

problems etc. FGD' s were conducted among groups of varied interest such as members 

of farmers association, dyeing and bleaching unit owners, workers and dalits. Efforts 

were made to include l:omogenous key respondents within each group. 

Secondary Data 

Secondary sources of data collection included review of literature from different libraries. 

reports and documents collected from various institutions like Offices of the Panchay~lt, 

Block Development, The District Collectorate and The Health Department. Information 

relevant to the research and study population is also collected through books and journals. 
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Chapter- 4 

------------------------------------------------------------------------
SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 



SOCIO-ECONOlVIIC·-coNDITIONS 

The socio-economic conditions o~ the study population as mentioned in the methodolQgy 

has been studied by considering the caste structure, the monthly income of the 

households, th~ landholding pattem, the housing and the occupational pattern. The data 

presented here are based on the household survey of 52 households. Efforts have been 

taken to draw insights, based on the field experiences, household surveys, group 

discussions, interviews and literature. 

Caste Background 

If caste is losing its hold in one wa::, it is strengthe~ing its hold in other directions. I'..J'ow 

caste associations are becoming stronger in this region. The ownership of livestock and 

other possessions are also linked to the caste background ar.d educational status. Caste 

occupies an important position in the social structure of Karuppampalayam villa3e. 

It determines the social, political and economic conditions of a person to a large extent. 

Kongu Vellala Goundars 

Goundar is a special name which re!-ers to those whn have convened the forest lands into 

agricultural lands and kongu is the name of the region. This area was traditi01nlly known 

as Kongunad, one of the five big sub-divisions of the Tamil-speaking country, prior to the 

arrival of the British. Kongunad is believed to have been occupied by the Vel/ala 

Gounders. Within Goundars there are 32 sub divisions and Kongu Vel/ala goundar is one 

among them. They are the dominant caste group in this village both in numbers and also 

in the power equation. The term 'Vellalar' refers to people who are involved -in 

agriCulture production. 
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There are two groups of Kongu Vella/a Gounders in Karuppampalayam - one owns the 

dyeing and bleaching units and the other depends on agriculture. As the local economy 

depends on textile industry to a large extent, the former is in a better position both 

financially as well as in terms of power equation. The local political estabiishment is 

largely influenced by the Gounder business group of the region. There is a i'armers 

association formed by Gounder Agriculturalists. The conflicts between these two groups 

are explained in the next chapter. But broadly it could be mentioned that Gounders have 

an advantage with respect to 'politically provided inputs' (roads, electricity, water, etc.), 

since they are much more closely tied up with the local political establishment through 

farn,ily connections. 

Ear!ier there was a system of voor panchayat to settle the disputes and problems aillons 

the villagers. Though everyone is free to s~ggest their views, Gowiders have dominated 

the scene. In Karuppampalayam, till recent times two persons (Athina karar and kothu 

!:arar) have played crucial role. (Now they are with the dyeing unit group).Usually voor 

panchayat is conJucted in a common place called 'mandlzai'. If found guilty the person is 

punished by means of a fine or village restrictions (voor kattupadu) sometimes even they 

are forced to leave the village. With the entry of Panchayati Raj, police aad Judiciary 

voor panchayat has faded away but still its traces remain to some extent 

Dalits 

The more visible castes among Dalits of Karuppampalayam village are pallars and 
. ~~...., -

parayars. There are about 80 households of Pallar community who are refened as 

devandrakula pallars. Pallar caste is considered as the high caste among the Scheduled 

Castes. The Pallar caste is said to be the ancient community of Tamil Nad~. The people 

of this caste are considered to be the great cultivators especially of wet land of Tmiiil 

Country. The term Pallar seems to have been derived from the word pal/am, meaning a 

pit or low-lying region. Since wet land is usually found in low lying area and the Pallars 

were often engaged in cultivation of such land, they came to be known as Pal/am and 
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latter as Pallan and Pallor. It is argued with sufficient support of literature that the 

Pallors of today were actually known as Mallar belonging to the Dravidian race. 

The parayars are very few in number in the study village. Traditionally they were the 

untouchable agricultural workers, or serfs. Most of them used to take care of animal 

carcasses, tan their skin, and make sandals out of it. They have also served as sweepers 

and cleaners of the village. The term parayan is derived from the Tamil word parai 

(drum) as certain Parayars act as drummers at fune~als and village festivals. They are 

also engaged 'in cultivation, grass cutting and weaving. Their houses are concentrated in 

Sukkaliyoor ·hamlet. The rnagnitude of caste discrimination and untouchability as 

experienced by the dalits in general and Devandrakula pallars in particular is explained 

in the next chapter. 

The more visible middle level castes in Karuppampalayam include the Muthuraja, 

Nadars, the artisan castes like Kusavar or Kuyavan (Potter), Kotthan(mason). Tlzachan 

(carpenter), Kollan (blacksmith), Thattans or Nahai Aasari (goldsmith); and the servicing 

caste such as navithar (barber), Vannan (washermen) and andi pandaram (Prohit). 

Castes found in Karuppampalayam may broadly be grouped under three social categories 

recognized by the Tamil Nadu Government. The Backward Caste, Most Backward Caste 

and the Scheduled Caste (as per the list of Tamil Nadu Government). While Kongu 
' 

Vellala Gounders are considered highest in the caste hierarchy, Muthuraja and Nadars 

are also included in the first category. Among the households surveyed vannan 

(washerman), navithar(Barber), pandaram and the artisian caste belong to the Most 

backward caste category. The castes among the scheduled caste in Karuppampalayam 

village are the Pallors and Parayars. These categories are used only for the sake of 

. description and analysis. 
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The Muthuraja caste group mentioned in this study has its origin in the Cauvery delta 
I 

region of nearby Trichy District. There are many sub castes within this caste group and 

, the people of Karuppampalayam belong t0 'kovakara' sub caste which means people who 

protect the agricultural lands. They claim that they belong to the most backward caste 

category, but in our study it is categorized under backward caste, according to the list o" 

Tamil Nadu Government. 

The Nadars of Karuppampalayam Panchayat have migrated from southern districts of 

Tamil Nadu. Earlier they were referred as sanans (the unseeable caste). They were palm 

tree climbers (maram eruthal) noted for tapping toddy (kallu) from the palmyra tree. It 

was considered as a polluting job earlier, but in the past 50 years (after independence) 

they have shown hetter economic and upward socia! mobility and now they are listed 

under backward caste category of Tamil Nadu Goven:unent. In case of Karuppampalayam 

their position is much weaker both numerically and also in the power equation. Their 

houses Jre located in the interior portion of the Sukkaliyoor hamlet. 

Table 4.1 

Castes in Karuppampalayam Panchayat 

(Based on the household survey of 52 households) 

Name of the caste No of Categorisation as per 
households Tamil Nadu 

Government 
/ 

Kongu V ell ala Gounders 28 
Nadars 3 Backward caste 
Muthuraja 2 33 
V annanmurai 2 
Navithar 1 
Pandaram 1 Most Backward caste 
Artis ian· q.ste 2 6 

Pallars 10 Sch~duled caste 
Parayars 3 13 

·(Categorised as per the list of Tamil Nadu Government GO dated 24/11197) 
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Land holding and Housing pattern 

The household survey reveals that the backward castes own the agricultural land of the 

entire village especially the Kongu vellala Gounders. Among Dalits it could be observed 

that only two persons hold oqe and a half acres of land with paddy cultivation. Tr.tfee 

have taken cultivable lands for lease and onty one household belonging to the most 

backward caste category owns one acre of land. 

The Kongu Vellala Gounders are the land owning caste group 111 the village .. Nine 

households own more than five acres of land and only three households are landless. All 

others own between one to five acres of land. Gounders are the main owners of livestock 

in th~ village. They enjoy much better ownership status than any other caste in the 

village. Among the sampled houses only three lived in rented buildings, all others have 

their own houses. The types of houses owned by Gounders reflect their better social 

status. Most of the houses are located in the middle of the hamlet; they are pukka houses 

with 20 hm'ing concrete roofing and eight tiled roofing. They enjoy better housing 

standards than any other caste group and few houses have neatly constructed toilets too. 

The Kongu Gounders are privileged in terms of their living space and other 

infrastructural facilities. 

Among the Scheduled castes, Devandrakula Pallars are living in a colony where in 

almost all the houses are constructed under govemment schemes i.e. Indira Ninaivu 

Kudiyiruppu Thittam. (Indira Awaz Yojana Scheme) They stay much close to the river in 

the interior portion of the Karuppampalyam hamlet. The ·cremation grounds are located 

nearby and the residential area almost ends with the colony. They are pukka houses with 

a single room and a kitchen attached to it. The roof is tiled and there are no bathrooms or 

toilets facility. They defecate along the banks of the river. As far as parayars are 

concemed, their houses are also located in the interior portion of Sukkaliyoor hamlet. The 

major difference in housing standards between backward caste and scheduled caste is the 

· -- size and privacy ·of the house plot.· In colony the houses are closely arranged with-
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minimal space for privacy. Among 13 households sampled, nine have les~ than two 

rooms, three households have three rooms each and there is only one household that has 

more than five rooms and it is located in the middle of t"!'le Sukkaliyoor hamlet. 

Among the six sampled houses of most backward caste, five are pukka houses with tiled 

roofing and one of that is a thatc;hed hut. Except two Nadar households others live in 

their own houses. Three houses have a single room with a kitchen located in the corner of 

the room. Based on the in-depth study of 52 households, it could be observed that 

housing standards of most backward caste is poorer when compared with other castes of 

the village. 

Occupation and Household Income 

The major occupations include agriculture, textiles, dyeing, bleaching, construction 

works, etc. Among the backward caste, the Kongu Vella/a Gounders are the owners of 

dyeing and bleaching units aad also agricultural lands. Based on the household survey, it 

could be observed that the monthly income of nine gounder families exceeds Rs.4000 

whereas only one household from the scheduled caste falls under this category. 

Among Devandrakula pallars, a few are involved in agriculture. All others are landless 

daily wage laborers or contract laborers working in textiles or dyeing units or as 

construction workeD. They are also involved in sand mining activities. Two are 

government employees. The monthly income of one family exceeds R:-..4000 and for 

seven families, it ranges between Rs.2000 and Rs.4000 and two families earn less than 

Rs.2000. 

As far as the most backward caste is concerned, their household mcomes are 

comparatively less than that of the other caste groups. Among the sampled houses most 

of them are working in textiles, dyeing and bleaching units. This research revealed that 

farmers are an ageing population. Agriculture is no longer attractive to young people in 

this region, it couldbe·ubserved that there is a shift from ·agriculture to textile, dyeing and 
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bleaching units across all caste groups. It is 111ore visible among the younger generation. 

Most of the businessmen in the study village belong to the Gozmder caste group or 

backward caste category. The class pattern reflects the caste pattern. However, it is not 

the case with most backward caste category as they lag behind the dalits in terms of their

monthly income. 

A brief description of the land holding pattern, housing type and monthly income of 

households is presented in the form of a table. 

Table 4.2 

No of Households Backward caste Most backward Scheduled caste 

Based on caste (33 households) (6 households) (13 households) ' 

Land 
I 

Holding pattern 

Landless 7(21.21) 5(83.33) I I i(84.61) 

2 Acres &L:ess 13(39.39) I (16.66) 2(15.38) 

Above 2 Acres 13(39.39) Nil Nil 

Monthly income of Households 

Less than Rs.2000 6(18.18) 3(50.00) 4(30.76) - I 
Between 2000-4000 18(5454) 3(50.00) 8(6l.:i3) I 

Above Rs.4000 9(27.27) Nil 1(7.69) 

Housing type 

Pukka (concrete) 20(60.60) Nii 2( 15.38) 

Pukka (Tiled) 10(30.30) 5(83.33) - 10(76.92) 

Kutcha (Thatched) ' 3(9.09) 1(16.66) 1(16.66) 

No. of Rooms 

Less than 2 rooms 4( 12.12) 3(50.00) 9(69.29) 
' 

Between 2&5 rooms 24(72.72) 3(50.00) 3(23.07) 

More than 5 rooms 5(15.15) Nil I (7.69) 
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Livestock and other possessions 

Livestock is one of the main sources of income for the villagers in Karuppampalayam 

Panchayat. The trends are changing in recent times. Among the sampled households, 20 

houses of Gounder agriculturalists wer~ owners of livestock. The major livestock include 

cow, buffaloes, goat and hen. It is interesting to note that two houses of dyers also owned 

livestock. Based on the household survey it could be noted that Kongu Vel/ala Gounders 

are the only owners of livestock of the entire village. 

Since most of the local water sources are polluted, livestock in the village are also facing 

serious health problems. The Cauvery Kootu Kudineer Thittam (water supply Scheme 
~ 

from Cauvery) has only pmtially solvt>d the drinking water problem. Hence the livestock 

in the village are forced to depend on polluted water and graze on contaminated grasses. 

It was reported by the villagers (gounder agriculturalists) that a majority of the cattle have 

fallen sick over the years. Another serious problem reported was the loss of reproductive 

capacity (senai-pidithal). Reduction in milk productivity of buffaloes and cows is also 

reported. 

Questions about the household possessions like the television, mobile, gas stove, radio 

and vehicles were asked. During the tir::::: of field visit Tamil Nadu Government was 

distributing free colour television to all the households, hence possession of television 

becomes irrelevant in the local context for considering it as a measure of the 

socioeconomic status of the households. Three of the surveyed households have cars 

(textile and dyeing partners) and could be termed the affluent. 

In Tamil Nadu the usage of mobile phones is rapidly increasing, Among the sampled 

. households 71.42 percent of the Gounders owned mobile phones (20 households), and in 

the case of pallars 60 percent(6 households) of them owned it. Whereas only one 
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household from the Muthuraja caste owned mobile, all other househvlds surveyed do not 

possess both Telephone as well as mobile. 

Cooking fuel is acother variable that helps us to give an idea o.· the family's economic 

condition. For 11 Gounder families (39.28 percent) LPG is the only fuel used for 

cooking, others also use kerosene and wood. Only three households ( 10.71 percent) of 

Gounders do not possess gas stove. In ca<>e of Pallars, only three households (30 percent) 

do not possess gas stove, where as 50 percent (3 households) of the most backward caste 

category do not possess gas stove; they purely depend on kerosene and wood. This when 

linked to the ho~sehold income and housing type provides similar distribution. 

Position of women in the village 

Tamil Nadu state has reserved 33 percent of the post of Panchayat Presidents for women .. 

Karuppampalayarr. falls within the reservation quota in 2006. 'But for reservation 1 

would never have become the Panchayat president', Says Vasanthi Balasubramani, the 

President of Karuppampalayam Panchayat. The researcher attended two gram Sabah 

meetings, o.ne on November-14(2006) and the other on January-26(2007). Based on the 

observations it could be noted that there was very minimal women's representation 

during the meetings.· 

The women ward members including the president did not enjoy much space to voice 

their ·own opinions. Based on the field experiences, it could be stated that the president's 

husband is the acting president of the village. Though the patriarchal mode is still 

dominant, women in the village are showing better educational mobility. It is visible in 

terms of Gounder women. There are number of women graduates among them. 
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But both among Gounders and other caste groups, the practice of dowry has increased. 

As a result, girl children are considered as a 'burden' to be disposed off. Though there is 

educational mobility, dowry has become deeply entrenched into their tradition in the 

name of 'seer varisai'. Based on the in-depth study of households, it could be noted that 

the educated women prefer to move to the towns. Participation of women in economic 

activities often depends on socio-economic and cultural factors. Their work in households 

include mainly cooking, taking care of children and livestock management In the study 

village, most of the women actively take part in economic activities. B~t they have a 

minimal say in decision making process. There are also few Self Help Groups that are 

functioning in the v.illage. They are involved in micro-credit activities. 

With the growth of textiles, dyeing and bleaching units in and around the Panchayat, 

women form the im{Jortant workforce. Women are double burdened with famiiial 

responsibility and work; they are involved both in agricultural activities as well as textile 

and dyeing work. The researcher could not interact with the migrant women laboure;:-s. 

their situation seems to be much worse as they are in po~r living conditions. 

Based on the FGD with the women workers who are staying within the village it could be 

observed that mostly women are employed in jobs which are considered as unskilled or 

semi-skilled such as coloring (threading, drying, checking etc) where as men are 

employed in those jobs which are considered as skilled (For example- dyeing machine 
' 

operators).As women workers have less access to skilled work, they earn lower wages. 

There is a difference of Rs.30 to Rs. 40 per day between the wages of men and women. 

Education 

There is a drastic change in the field of education. As already mentioned there are two 

primary schools and a high school in the Panchayat The educational status of Kongu 

-- Vellzdars·inTecent times is remarkable in this village. There are many graduates and post- :-
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graduates and women are also showing better improvements in this c<.ste group. Apart 

from a few, most of the parents are sending their children to matriculation schools. 

Earlier only the children of rich landlords went out of the village for high-school 

education i:o Karur. For the rest, education stopped at the primary school level. But there 

is a sea change now. Almost all the L1111ilies are sending their children to study al. !east up 

to middle-school level and many to the high-school leveL A few graduates also come 

from the artesian class and marginal farmers. The same is the case with scheduled caste 

also. Most of them except a few Gounders are first generation in terms of their college 

education. In Devandrakula p(l//ars, only five men and a woman have entered into 

college education. 

'Let our children study and achieve something.' This is the most often repeated statement 

among workers of daily wages. Most of them opt for matriculation schools for their 

children though the schools are far away; they are ready to spend mon~y for it. The 

schools have buses or vans which pick up and drop the children in specific locations. 

They are not satisfied with the quality of education in Government schools in general and 

the importance given to English medium in particular. Some of the Gounder 

agriculturalists have even sold their land to meet the educational expenditure of higher 

education. 

Migrant workers 

With the growth of textile, dyeing and bleaching units, a large number of workers have 

migrated from the nearby districts of Trichy, Dindigul, Pondy, Erode and the southern 

districts of Tamil Nadu. There are also families who have migrated from Orissa. Most of 

them live in temporary settlements which are not included in the Panchayat list. Some of 

their houses are located within the walls of the dyeing units, while some are located much 

close to the units. Mostly the walls of their houses are made of hol!ow blocks with 

asbestos roofing. Most of them rely on their working units for drinking water and 

electricity. Their houses do not have toilet facilities. The researcher was unable to 

conduct household survey or in~-depth interview with this sectior. of the population. 
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Their living conditions are poorer than any other caste groups or natives o~ the village. 

Though they live within the village boundary, they are treated only as outsiders. They do 

not have anysay in the village gatherings or meetings. They are under the supervision of 

their managements through out the day. Hence most of their lives are confined to their 

working place. Almost all of them are contract labourers with no benefits except daily 

wages. 

'A ration card can make a huge difference. Because wherever we go they ask for a 

residential proof. We are staying here for the past two and a half years still; we are unable 

to get a card. This is our situation' this was the statement of a migrant woman from 

Dindigul. It reveals the insecure position of the migrant workers in the village, as they do 

not have (lny permanent address accessibility to any government facilities becomes 

impossible. 

When the textil~ and dyeing units fall short of orders, their livelihood options are 

threatened and they are forced to go back to their native lands. But this is not always the 

case; based on observations it could be note·(I that a few workers who have developed 

better relationship with the management (owners) are able to climb up the ladder. 

To sum up, Kongu Vella/a Gounders are the dominant caste group both numerically and 

also in terms of power equation. They are the main owners of land and livestock in the 

village . . Gounders of this village are polarized into two groups; the one 9wns the dyeing 

units and other who depends on agriculture. As the local economy depends on Textile 

industries to a large extent, the former group enjoys better position. More details 

regarding thi~ are presented in the next chapter. 

With the entry of textile, dyeing and bleaching units Pallars and parayars have shown 

better economic mobility in recent times, but still they remain underprivileged in terms of 

their social status; living space and other ·infrastructural facilities. In general, the class .. 
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pattem of the study population reflects the caste pattem. However, it is not the case with 

most backward caste category as they lag behind the dalits in terms of their monthly 

income. But they enjoy better living space and social status than dalits. 

The women in the village are showing better educational mobility in recent times. As the 

patriarchy is still dominant, the women ward members including the president have 

minimal say in any decision making processes of the village. The living conditions of 

migrant workers are poorer than any other caste groups or natives of the village. In the 

next chapter the researcher have tried to present the changing living and working 

conditions of the people in Karuppampalayam Panchayat and their implications for 

health. 
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Chapter- 5 

CONDITIONS OF LIFE AND WORK AND THEIR 
IMPLICATIONS FOR HEALTH 



Conditions of life anJ work and their implications for health 

In this chapter, we move on to look at the implications that this export oriented sector i.e., 

the dyeing ai1d bleaching umts have for the health of the villagers. The study does not 

intend to quantify or assess disease or illness status of the population. It attempts to look 

at the links between basic socio-economic conditions, the entry of dyeing ~d bleaching 

units into the village and their implications for health. These links operate through 

changing occupational and livelihood patterns, casualization of labour, specific health 

problems, social conflicts in the village, environmental degradation and abysmal living 

conditions in the village. This Chapter tries to explore these interlinkages with an 

interdisciplinary framework. 

The in-depth interviews and focus group discussions provides a better understanding of 

the situation. It could be broadly stated that there are two sections of the population, those 

who are benefiting from the industrial development process and those who are adversely 

affected by it. But there are exceptions as well. Within the village there are groups of 

varied interest; with each group having their own points to substantiate. 

Perception of Farmers 

In Karuppampalayam the Kongu Vella/a Goundars are polarized into two groups, one 

owns the Dyeing and bleaching units and the other relying on Agriculture. 

Till 1990, it could be safely said that most of the surface flow water in Amaravathy river 

as well as the ground water of this region was used exclusively for domestic and 

agricultural purpose. But after 1990, there has been a very rapid increase in the industrial 

use mainly from dyeing and bleaching units. This has become the basis for a few personal 

and social conflicts. 

The most important among the conflicts is the issue of disposal of polluted water used up 

in the dyeing process. From 1995 onwards there were occasional clashes in the 
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Sukkaliyoor-Karuppampalayam belt regarding letting out of dyeing factory effluents into 

the Thirumanilayur Raja vaikal(cha.•mei). 

Kandasamy a farmer who owns 3 acres of land expresses, 

" ... Agriculture is not just our occupation; it's our way of life. My family is practicing it for 

the past three generations but today, we are loosing hope on agriculture. After the entry of 

dyeing units, we are facing lot of problems. Over the last seven years there has been a rapid 

decline in the productivity and there has been decrease in yielding capacity of sugarcane, 

paddy, turmeric and cotton. Now millets and maize are only grown just to feed the livestock. 

On account of close proximity of our lands to the Amaravathy River our entire livelihood has 

been undermined and our family has been reduced to penury .... , 

He further adds, 

" ... Till 1996, the dyeing units were using less toxic coloring: materials (Kai colour) but after 

that they have started using prozine chemical which is highly toxic in nature. 2nd we the 

farmers are specifically affected as it has contaminated the water in our wells and the fertility 

of soil is completely lost. Earlier we go to market for selling the vegetables. but today we are 

unabie to produce even for our own domestic usage ... " 

Ramasamy, The President of Farmers Association (Nilathadineer Matrum Sayapattarai 

Kalivugalal Pathikkapatta Vivasayigal Sangam) in an in-depth interview narrates, 

" ... We about 70 families are united together along with the farmers of nearby Panchayat 

(Appipalayam) and we have the farmers association to fight legally against the managements 

of the dyeing units and the sand mafia. We have filed two cases. in the green bench of the 

High Court, Chennai. One for getting the compensation from the proprietor's of the dyeing 

units and other case is to prevent the emission of the industrial effluents into the water 

sources ... 
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He further narrates, 

" ... We have submitted petitions to the District Collector, Pollution Control Board and Chief 

Minister's grievance hearing cell and we have organized three protests and our probiems are 

still continuing. Governments have changed but our problems are not addressed seriously by 

any of the government. Even the NewsJ."lpers, magazines and the visual media are not ready 

to speak the reality and they are not paying much attention for our probiem which is very 

important for the present and the future generations of not only this village but for the entire 

area around the village. Even today, the dyeing unit which is located north of my field has 

released its effluent into my open fields, r am planning to take photos and submit petition to 

the District Collector and the higher officials of the Pollution Control Board and other 

government authorities ... " 

,-
Rajendran a farmer who owns 4 acres of lanci nzrr:ues, 

" ... We have spent our time, money and er.ergy against this mafia but nothing has happened, 

and day by day we are loosing the hope, I have even spent sume time in prison becau:;e of 

this issue, those pains can not be expiained right now but I am sure that they can buy anyone 

with their money and create their own stories so that they could carry on this injustice and 

right now I have almost given up this issue its not only me, everyone looses hope after some 

point of time ... ·· 

A focused group discussion was conducted among the members of the farmers 

association; it helps us to understand the situation from the perspective of the land 

owning agricultural families. Based on the focused group discussion and informal 

interviews with the members of the association, it could be observed that the village itself 

is polarized into two groups among the same dominant caste group Kongu vel/alia 

Gounders; one group is in favour of the dyeing units and other group protesting against it. 

It was highlighted in the focused group discussion that many of the dyeing units in 

Karuppampalayam and Sukkaliyoor purchased small plots of land adjacent to the river 

and established purnpset-pipelines to their units to obtain water. for-their use. In summers, . 
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there is a competition among agriculturalist and dyers to obtain water for their use. The 

persons who dig wider and deeper wells are likely to get more water. Since the dyers 

have more financial resources they are relatively in a better position. There are also 

reported cases of uterine cancer, skin allergy, and Joss of fertility in livestock in and 

around the village. They mentioned that the members of this association are not allowed 

to get job in "ny of the textiles and dyeing units. 

Perception of the owners of Dyeing units 

The dyeing and bleaching units are also owned by kongu vel/ala goundars, their 

agricu!~ural lands are now used for industrial purpose. They have formed the dyeing 

owners association and have set up the karur taluk dyeing and bleaching treatment Plant 

Company Limited. Most of the dyers in karur district are members of this association. 

In an in-depth inte!"view, Gunasebran (councilor) owner of a dyeing unit nan·ates, 

" ... Though there are some problems related to agriculture. the entry of dyeing units has 

brought in lot of positive changes in Karuppampalayam. The dyeing and bleaching units are 

providing job opportunities to lots of people i;~ and around the village through out the year: it 

was not the case with agriculture. Now they ar.:: paid with better wages and the people from 

service caste are enjoying better standard of living. The dyeing and bleaching units are a pmt 

of chain of textile industries which ultimately feed into the foreign exchange of the country, 

this factor has to be taken into consideration. I would like to mention that Karuppampalayam 

has gained importance only because of the presence of these units ... " 

He further narrates, 

" ... we can not stop the dyeing units or textiles all of a sudden as there are no alternative job 

opportunities and the only way is to manage the pollution problem efficiently through modem 

technologies and I would like to mention that, we are strictly following the specifications of 

Pollution Control Board in Karuppampalayam effluent treatment plant and its functioning is 
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up to the mark. UnfoJtunately, the TDS levels of ground water !o01s increased due to the failure 

of monsoons and it can not be merely attached to the dyeing units .. .'' 

Murugesan owner of a dyeing unit mentions, 

" ... With the entry of Textiles, dyeing and bleaching units into this village, there is a 

remarkable change in the village infrastructure. We have got better roads, better 

transponation and communication facilities. The usage of two wheelers and cell phones has 

dramatically increased. there are some problems in this village after the entry of dyeing units 

but these are created problems mainly because of individual egos, if people come together the 

problem can be handled in a better way ... ,. 

He further narrates, 

" ... It is not easy to do this business today, we have to face the competition from local and 

intemationai markets, we have to meet the pollution standards, and we have to deal with the 

labor issues and at the same time de<:l with farmers, govemment auth,xities. and some times 

even NGO"s. We have invested lakhs of money in this business just by getting loans and if 

we loose. we can not get back and it neec!s lot of courage to deal with the situation. There are 

small units \vhich are run by those who take on lease a unit owned by some one else. The 

operations are also carried on leased lands, where the operator makes all the investment for 

the dyeing activity and it is not a simple task. This is the situation of most of the dyers here; 

the situation of bleachers is much worse than ours ... ,. 

Perception of Dalits 

Earlier Karrupampalyam village was noted for illicit liquor preparation, particularly the 

colony. Fonnally people in the colony worked as agricultural labourers. But their earning 

was very less and most of the times they were provided only with grains, and that too the 

work was not available through out the year. Hence people in the colony were forced to 

take up illicit and polluting jobs. 
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In 1950's and 60's the dalits were not permitted to tie the towel around the head. Water 

had to be poured from above, which they had to drink in cupped hands. They were not 

pennitted to enter the comtyards of many households. They could not cycle along the 

streets and could not smoke in the presence of upper caste men. Untouchability was in 

practice until a few years ago. The upper caste men provided water to dalits in coconut 

shells and there were discrimination for ~.:.omplc entry and festivals. 

Mahendran who belongs to dalit community describes, 

" ... Right now I am pursuing my M.Phil degree; I have experienced the pains of 

discrimination during my school days. The people from the upper caste have provided me 

water in coconut shells. Though visible forms of discrimination are not in practice today, still 

\~'e are r.ot allowed to perform the major rituals during the festival in Bagavathi Amman 

ter.1ple which is considered as common festival for the entire village. We have oui- own 

temple (Mallankoil) and in which we make our own decisions and enjoy celebrations ... ·· 

Satyanarayanan a ward member from dalit community narrates, 

" ... This part of the village lacks many facilities including drainage, transportation, road and 

other basic infrastructures. Though I am a ward member I have a ve.ry minimal say during the 

Panchayat meetings. And even the funds allotted to this portion of the village are somehow 

diverted and enjoyed by the upper caste people ... " 

Rajendran, Government servant who belongs to dalit community held the view that, 

" ... Today we are in a better position when compared to the earlier times. but now the people 

in the colony are lacking their vision and they are carried away by financial gains. As we are 

landless we are not directly affected by the serious problems of environmental pollution. 

Once we faced the problem of drinking water crises which was managed by Kaveri Kootu 

Kudineer Thittam (Cauvery Integrated Drinking Water Scheme). And hence our people are 

not concerned with the seriousness of the problem. But it has to be noted that we are the 

people who were treated inhumanly and hence this young generation needs little comfort ... " 
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Based on the focus group discussions with the members of Jalit community, it could be 

observed that there is a notable change in inter-caste relations, at present and the earlier 

forms of caste discrimination and consequent injustices have reduced. Though visible 

fonns of discrimination have faded away, their traces still remains. They mentioned that 

the Government Schemes reaches the upper caste peopk first, and then it is delivered to 

the people in the colony. In recent years, people in the colony are enjoying better 

economic mobility. With the growth of textile units, dyeing and bleaching units, the 

livelihood problems of the colony people have improved to some extent due to the 

transformation took place in the labour form from landless agricultural labour to the 

informal industrial labour. 

Perception of \Vorkers 

As mentioned earlier it could be broadly said that there are two sections of families that 

are working in dyeing and bleaching units, one staying much closer or within the walls of 

the units i:1 which they are working and another section staying within the village. It was 

very difficult to get information from the workers, who stays much closer or within the 

walls of the units as they are under strict surveillance through out the day by the 

management. Hence focus group discussions and in-depth interviews were conducted 

with those who stay within the village. 

In an in-depth interview Indumathi who is working in a dyeing unit narrates, 

" ... I am working in a dyeing unit for the past two years for daily wages, (Rs.80per day) and 

the salary is paid once in a weak. The nature of work is correcting damages and packing and 

we have to be punctual always. The work stmts at 9'o clock in the morning and ends around 6 

or 6.30 depending upon the order. My husband is also working in textiles, we are working 

sincerely and my only concern is our children. Whether it is good or bad is another question, 

it addresses our survival problem, fulfills our day to day needs. We are sendir.g our children 

to matriculation schools, and we are looking for a better future for them ... " 
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She fmther narrates, 

" ... The families who are migrated have lots of problem, they don't have proper address and 

they are living in poor conditions. They are struggling even to get a ration card. When 

compared with their lives, we are in a better position ... " 

In an in-depth interview Periasamy who is working in a textile unit expresses, 

" ... I am working in textiles for the past three years and i receive monthiy salary, eariier we 

had our own handlooms and we were supported by the cooperative society. They distributed 

threads (nool) and we sold our finished products through the society. But now they have 

stopped these activities and I tried to sustain it by my individual efforts. But I was unable to 

manage both the works simultaneously as textiles provide me with the regular income, I sold 

my handlooms recently ... " 

He further adds 

" ... We have our family. To supp01t them we have no other options: we have to come in tenns 

with the reality. Earlier I worked according to my own timings and had better autonomy. Now 

I have to follow the timings and the nature of job is getting highly monotonous and 

mechaP.ical. Preparing <>tuffs for our own use i~ -ourhandlvoms gives a kind of pleasure which 

can't be explained in words. We are missing those days ... " 

The workers interviewed were not much concerned about workplace safety; the FGD 

reveals that the workers at the dyeing and bleaching units did not use gloves while 

handling chemicals and detergents. Sometimes gloves provided did not fit into their 

hands. They reported that they are not covered by any health insurance plan or social 

security schemes. Apart from the daily wages they have no other guarantees. As they stay 

in the interior part of the village; it is difficult for them to reach their work place in time 

as there is no transportation facility available to them. 
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Changing Living and Working Conditions - A Perspective 

The following narrative is an attempt to explain some major themes in relation to the changes in 

living and working conditions of the people in Karuppampalayam village. it trie.: to describe the 

grass root realities by drawing insights from field experiences as well as literatures reviewed. 

Occupational and livelihood patterns 

In this section we have tried to understand the changes in the occupational and livelihood 

patterns of the village in terms of Kongu Vella/a Gounders as they are the dominant caste group 

both in terms of number and also in the power equation. It provides us with better insights on the 

changing occupational trends in Karur and helps us to locate it within the local context of 

Karuppampalayam Panchayat. 

Agriculture is the primary occupation of the people in the village. Now it is shifted to textile and 

dyeing units. One of the main characteristics of the local community was ihe ownership of 

livestock. It has its tr2rlitional roots and is considered as the symbol of pride especially among 

Kongu Vella/a Goundars. Most land owners raised cattle and sheep. Animals were required for 

milk and for manure. I<aising cattle and sheep was a profitable occupation also. The 

devt.Jpmental change that has taken place since 1990 has brought in remarkable changes in the 

occupational pattern of the people in Karuppampalayam. Before two decade's handlooms 

played an important role next to agriculture, this view is supported by majority of the people who 

are interviewed. 

Historically Karur has been known as a handloom centre and a market town. The handloom 

weaving here is said to be at least one century old. It consisted of cloth weaving by family units 

mainly involved in making bed sheets and towels. It is carried out as a home based activity and 

-lots of women were engaged in it. as a part of family labor. 
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With the growth of Power looms and shifts in textile policies in 1985, handlooms faced their 

tough times in Karur 1
• The major item of production by the weavers of cooperative societies 

included cotton sarees and dhoties. Bedsheets woven in Karur area were popularly known as 

Karur "Bedsheets" and were famous for their designs and variety. When the cooperative 

societies gave up their support, the handloom weavers were unable to compete with the power 

looms and this became a major set back. The power loom units were neither household industry 

nor industrial Units, they were more like cottage industry that had grown out of handloom 

weaving households. 

Majority of the people in the village held the view that the agrarian Kongu Vella/a Gounders had 

also entered weaving in quite an extensive scale, mainly as a strategy to supplement unstable 

rett:n:s from agriculture because of monsoon failures. Until 1990, the home market determined 

the output of the powerlooms The early 1990s changed this scenario, the focus shifted from domestic 

to international market. The introduction of modem technologies and the up gradation of looms to 

semi-automatic and automatic status have geared the mass production to cater lhe needs of the 

textile giants. 

The expansion of textile industry has transformed the Karur town. Bus body building and 

manufacture of nylon nets became additional sectors. More and more dyeing and bleaching units 

were established to feed into the textile market. The owners searched for locations where land 

was relatively accessible and where water was available. They naturally chose the lands adjacent 

to the Thirumanilaiyoor Raja Vaikal. 

Vijaya.S, "Factors Detennining Health of Home-Based Women Weavers-A case study of Karur", M.Phil 
Disse1tation, JNU, CSMCH.l997 .p.no.34. 
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Ramasamy a farmer in Karuppampalayam says, 

" ... Nowadays, it is difkult to find agricultural wage labourers. Earlier they have to move to the 

town for getting urban wages. But now there is tremendous growth of dyeing units in this area. 

Many textile-buildings are emerging within the Panchayat limit. Hence it ;s difficult to find not 

only male labourers but women labourers too ... " 

The export-led market pattem started neglecting domestic markets by concentrating more on 

export goods. Notably the production of textile goods shifted from mere weaving of bed-sheets 

to tea-towels, Kitchen towels, napkins, gloves, aprons, quilts, quilt covers, curtains, bedsheets, 

pillow covers etc for exporting abroad. These products are marketed to countries like USA, UK, 

Germany and France2.It is believed that Dyeing industry is responsible for the good quality of 

textiles. A variety of attru.ctive colOiirs give charm and quality to the textile goods. Hence the 

dyeing and bleaching units have gained momentum and it has become the major source of 

income for the people in the Karuppampalayam Panchayat. 

In the past two decades Karur district has undergone remarkable changes in terms of 

infrastructure development to meet the needs of industrial growth. Large numbers of people from 

the nearby villages are involved in construction works. People from Karuppampalayam 

Panchayat also earn their living through construction works and sand mining activities. The 

riverbed of Amaravathy is located very close to the Panchayat. It is said that the sand of 

Amaravathy is of a higher quality than that of Cauvery, Hundreds of cartloads of sand are 

illegally quarried from the riverbed; the people who own bullock cans are actively involved in 

this business. The youths in the colony are involved in this activity as it provides them with 

better income. 

Vijaya, S. "Factors Determining Health of Home-Based Women Weaven-A case study of Karur", M.Phil 
Dissertation, JNU, CSMCH.I997.p.no.50. 
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Small-Scale industries and casualisation of labour 

Nowadays the local economy totally depends on the export-oriented sector. The industry in 

. Kongu region produces knitted garments and is largely focused towards exporting. There are 

essentially three types of firms in the industry: direct exporters, indirect exporters, and job

workers. Direct exporters ~re the ones who receive orders from abroad. Once they have an order 

they often pass on a fraction of the order to one or more indirect exporters. Indirect exporters are 

independent garment producers who are entirely respo~sible for their share of the order, 

delivering the finished product to the direct exporter prior to shipment. Most of the exporters of 

Karur have no direct contact with the foreign buyers. This phase takes place through exporters 

based in metropolises such as Mumbai. Sometimes the western importers operate in such a way 

as to even have offices in India. The small-scale dyeing units, with which foreign importers 

imlirectly do business, would not be able to trade directly, due to lack of capital and contacts3
. 

There are number of small and medium sized dyeing and bleaching units which feed into textiles 

and the production is organized on a sub-contracting basis. There is system of job working and 

the labor is unorganized with no guarantees except the daily wages. Job working refers to a type 

of relation 111 which a 'mother' supplies the necessary raw material to 

the small scale units which return them after having transformed them into the form requested on 

the basis of prearranged agreement. 

Sub contracting is a major mechanism in Karur district's industrial pattern. It could be defined as 

a situation in which a parent firm receives order from either domestic or international market, 

who instead of doing the work by them, requests another independent firm or a person who is 

called a middleman or contractor. 'Sub-contracting' refers to a type of relation between factories 

in which the great units procure components, material to be assembled and products of various 

kinds from small units. These transactions are not occasional or casual matters but form part of 

permanent relations. This system was born mainly to avoid the legislation in labour welfare, to 

fragment the bargaining power of labour, to control its processes by dividing the market, to 

3 Marco Corsi. "Modernity, Modernisation, Development. The Karur Industrial District",Paper Presented at 
the workshop Asia-Pacific studies in Australia and Europe; A Research Agenda For the future, Canberra 5-
6 July 2002.p.no.l4. 
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evade trade union representation, to minimize and control labor costs, obtain flexibility, to as.;ure 

an adequate supply of labour4
. 

Majority of the workers interviewed were less concerned about the workers union. Informal 

interviews were conducted among both members and non members of the association. Based on 

the interviews it could be observed that the union was much concerned with wages rather than 

working conditions. 

Rajendran in an in-depth interview expresses, 

" .. .I am a working partner in a dyeing unit. It's not easy to reach this position here, we are not having 

much ancestral property and for many workers here it's just hand to mouth existence. I have worked 

in all levels in these units and this experience has helped me through out my ca1Tier. Earlier the works 

in these units were easier and the relation between the employer and his worker was based on trust and 

long term familiarity. Workers felt a kind of security as long as finn stays in business. But now the 

situations have ch:mged drastically and every thing is getting impersonal nowadays and there is 

always middleman whose role becomes so crucial. Most of the workers here hangs on to some job and 

don't take much effort to move forward. It needs lot of courage because workers have long term 

family commitments ... " 

He fm1her n:'·Tates, 

·' ... It's not like government job to feel secured, to some extent it could be said that the main threat to 

security is beyond the employer's control. Sometimes there may be a fall in the quantum of orders; it 

purely depends upon seasonal demand. Talking about job security of semi-skilled and unskilled labour 

becomes irrelevant here, when the single long tenn contracts come to an end. The owners of majority 

of the small units face their tough times to deal with. Nothing could be done in these situations: the 

only option is to wait for better times ... " 

Marco Corsi."Modemity,Modernisation, Development. The Karur Industrial District", Paper Presented at the 
workshop Asia-Pacific studies in Australia and Europe; A Research Agenda For the future, Canberra 5-6 July 
2002. p.no.l6. 

72 



Selvi working in a dyeing unit expresses, 

" ... We have migrated from Erode and my husband is working as a machine operator in the same unit. 

The owner of this unit is our distant relative. We are having a frie,Jdiy relationship with him (their 

residence is also located much close to the owner's) and we are working with him for the past four 

years. We came here, because of the closure of dyeing units in our (Erode) district due to pollution 

problem. But here we are in a better position. We get drinking water from the unit tap. We are also 

provided with medical expenses. It's not the same case with other migrant workers. They are Jiving in 

houses made of hollow blocks and asbestos, apart from daily wages they don ·t enjoy any other 

facilities ... " 

It is important to note that the workers who are migrants (except the above interview) avoided 

any kind of interview with the researcher. They held the view that it is better to collect data from 

th~ workers who are staying within the village. This shows th~ir feeling of insecurity and the 

powerlessness even to voice their problems. 

Social conflicts in the village 

The group discussions and interviews reveal that the entry of dyeing and bleaching units into this 

village has become the basis for the individual and social conflicts that are obvious in 

Karuppampalayam nowadays. Ten years ago Karuppampalayam was noted for its apparent unity 

and solidarity. This view was supported by majority of the people interviewed. 

Neelakantan in his study on Chettipalayam hamlet mentions three types of conflicts5
. The hamlet 

is located in Appipalayam Panchayat which is adjacent to Karuppampalayam. The first conflict 

that he mentions is the private conflict among pumpset-pipeline owners to obtain water for their 

industrial use. He notes that more and more resources were spent for digging deeper and deeper 

trenches in the river and this has become the basis for a few types of private and social conflicts. 

5 Neelakantan S., "Change and continuity: A contrasting account of Urban Rural Transformation", Madras 
Institute of Development Studies. MIDS working paper no 139, Madras 1996. 
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The second conflict mentioned by him is the conflict over water for drinking and industrial 

purposes. According to him, the drinking water supply in the village was severely affected. The 

dyers attempted to use the caste card, as the majority of the people affected are pallars, a SC 

group. But the majo~·ity of dyers are gounders, aBC community. They were unable to succeed as 

the gounder agriculturalists refused to cooperate with the dyers. 

The third type of conflict mentioned by him is the conflict over the issues of disposal of polluted 

water used up in the dyeing process and the consequent pollution of ground water. The conflicts 

in Karuppampalayam , also has a similar background. But it is manifested in a much more 

serious condition than Chettipalayam. As large numbers of dyeing units are located in 

Karuppampalayam P2.nchayat, the problem of pollution is severe i;; this village 

The farmers of Karuppamapalayam, who own bore wells, got their water tested and in their 

report it was noted that the water was unfit to drink. The Gounder agriculturalists began to 

agitate and they have formed an association to fight for their cause. They are alsc fighting 

through legal means. As mentioned in the previous section, the village itself is polarized into two 

groups, one group in support of dyeing units and the other group (Gounder agriculturalists) 

protesting against it. Based on the field experiences it could be noted that the personal conflicts 

between members of these two opposite groups are manipulated into group conflicts and vice-

versa. 

The focus group discussion with the members of the farmers association reveals that the 

Bagavathi Amman temple festival which is considered as the village festival is not celebrated for 

the past three years due to the conflicts regarding dyeing units. The temple remains closed and 

the village has lost its Eveliness during the festival times. The owners of the dyeing units use 

their money, muscle and political power to dicta£e terms in the village. 
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Based on the field experiences, it could be observed that occasional clashes are still continuing in 

the village, between the two groups. Here it is important to note that, sometimes the researcher 

had to pass through two intermediaries to get links with the members of the opposite groups 

though they belong to the same caste. (Close relatives within Kongu Vel/aia Gounders). 

Environmental degradation 

Till 1980s, pollution was not a major problem because the volume of flov.· of channel water was 

large and the amount of pollutants was relatively meager. The local farmers raised two crops 

every year with the channel water. The sand cover in the village was a delight to watch and the 

residents were not facing any problems of water pollution. After 1980's and 90's (with the shifts 

from import substituted industrialization to export oriented industrialization) more and more 

dyeing and bleaching units were established in and around Karuppampalayam Panchayat. 

Today, these units use the river water of Amaravathy, ground water and also huge volume of 

chemicals every day and they release toxic effluents back into the river and other water sources. 

Majority of the people in the village supported this view. The toxic parameters had gone far 

above tolerable levels. Because of the efforts taken by the people of the village Common 

Effluent Treatment Plants were established. One plant is located within the Panchayat and the 

other lies much close to the Panchayat limit. 

The focus group discussion conducted among the members of the farmers association 

highlighted the inefficiency of effluent treatment process. According to them, the managements 

of the dyeing units do not run the effluent treatment plant as per the specifications of the 

Pollution Control Board. The treatment process is carried out properly only during the times of 

factory inspections and the government authorities are not taking serious efforts to deal with the 

problem. Instead of insulating the solid waste (sludge) in the dyeing units with polythene to 

prevent the soiling of the land; they keep heaps of waste is open. This leads to pollution of 

ground water. 
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Sand mining activities have gained momentum with the development of Karur Industri:::l District. 

Nowadays many unemployed youths earn their living through sand mining activites. The 

contractors are entitled to mine of!ly up to a depth of one meter, that too in specified areas. 

However, in reality they violated the rules and mining is carried out to a depth of three or four 

meters using earth moving machinery in all accessible areas. Majority of the peop:e interviewed 

held the viev,r that corruption plays an important role in illegal sand mining activity. 

Based on the field experiences and people's perception, it could be noted that the colour and 

odour of the river and well water have changed (blackened) and at the same time the flow in the 

Amaravathy River is not recharging the ground water because of continuous sand mining. In 

2001-2002 the entire Thanthoni Block has faced drinking water crises and the District 

Administration has handled this problem by tappiug water from the Cau'.'ery River. It is referred 

as Cauvery Kootu Kudiineer thittam. !n K'.l.ruppamplllayam the agricultural crop yields have 

dropped in recent years and the harvested crops are suspected to contain unacceptable levels of 

chemicals in it. 

Health problems in the village 

In this section, we have tried to understand the health and disease of Karuppampalayam Panchayat. 

However efforts have been made to describe the water- related disease of Karur taluk for the years 2004 

& 200"" It provides us with better insights and helps us to locate the health problems within the local 

context of Karuppampalayam. In Karur taluk, there are eight Primary Health Centers and one 

Government Hospital (GH). These are directly under the control of Tamil Nadu Government. 

Among them a primary health centre is functioning in Karuppampalayam Panchayat. As already 

mentioned this study does not intend to quantify or assess health status of the study population. It 

attempts to briefly present the people's perception of the health problems. Though different kinds 

of diseases are prevalent in Karuppampalayam, water related diseases strike these people more 

often. 
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There was an out break of chickungunya through out Tamil Nadu during the second half of the 

year 2006. In Karuppampalayam, the burden of the disease was much higher. Majority of the 

surveyed households reported cases of chickungunya. Efforts were taken to understand the 

people's perception on causal factors of the disease. 

According to World Health Organization, almost 80 percent of the diseases in the world are 

attributed to unsafe and inadequate water supply and due to poor sanitation. Infectious; water

related diseases are major cause of morbidity and mortality worldwide. The 341
h World Health 

Assembly, in a resolution emphasized that safe drinking water as a prime element of Primary 

health care6
. Hence water pollution becomes highly relevant in terms of health and disease. 

The researcher faced tough times while trying to collect official figures regarding water related 

diseases of 1hanthoni Block. Basicclly no government offidal was spontaneously willing to 

provide the information. From the tables presented; it could be observed that the oc..::urrence of 

water-related diseases like acute diarrheal disease, acute respiratory infection, Scabies and 

dysentery are very frequent in Karur taluk. 

6 www. who. int/water _san itation_health/diseases/emerging issues/ index .html 
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The following table describes the reported cases of water-related diseases in Karu:- taluk 

in 2004. (Table 5.1) 
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Water-related Diseases of Karur Taluk- 2005 (Persons Affected) 
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Table 5.2 

PHC I GH- Primary Health Centre I Government Hospital 

ADD- Acute Diarrheal Diseases 

ARI - Acute Respiratory Infection 
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The water-related diseases are found to be the major health problem in Karur taluk. The area 

covered by Karuppampalayam PHC is not only limited to the study village. Hence specifically 

locating Karuppampalayam Panchayat becomes difficult; moreover there was a change in the 

disease trends with the outbreak of chikungunya during the time of field work. Hence any health 

related discussion with the villagers finally ended up with chickungunya. Apart from it, the 

people keep falling ill with common ailments like fever, cold, etc. As revealed by the farmers of 

Karuppampalayam village (especially Gounder agriculturalists) the fernales usually suffer from 

various types of gynecological problems. In addition to these, skin allergy· is also reported as a 

major health problem. Children of the sampled households suffer from all kinds of health 

problems like diarrhea, dysentery, cough and cold, warm infection, fever, skin diseases etc. 

In Karuppampalayam 86.5 percent of the surveyed households reported at least one case of 

Chikungunya and 75 percent of the households reported two or more cases. In terms of 

treatment, people prefer allopathic medicine as it provides them with immediate relief. In 

generaL the level of satisfaction of the villagers with the services offered by the primary health 

center was better. Interestingly 46.15 percent of the sampled households prefer private hospitals 

and clinics in karur town. This could be attributed to their class background although it is not 

always the case. For many of them, the timing of the health centre does not suit as it clashes with 

their work timings. 

In an in-depth interview Baby a textile worker narrates, 

" ... We have migrated from Namakkal District before four years: we have two sons, my self and my 

husband are working in a textile unit. Everyone in our family was affected by chickungunya. There 

was fever for nearly a week and severe joint pains which are continuing even today; We went to the 

primary heath centre; they treated better and also provided us with medicines free of cost. Almost it 

was the case with most of the villagers at that time ... " 
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She further narrates, 

" ... As we are daily wage labourers, we can not take leave for a long time. My husband stayed at 

home only for four days. I also started to work in spite of my joint pains and body tiredness. It was a 

bad time for everyone in the village. But the people like us suffered a lot not only in terms of physical 

ailments but also economic problems. We lost our savings and also borrowed money and it IS amazing 

for me that we have somehow managed the situation ... " 

Nallusamy a Law Student in an in-depth interview expresses, 

" ... Here people are earning at the cost of their Jives. It is not only the workers who are affected; it is a 

serious health problem for the entire region. Recently a kind of dental problem (fluorosis) is 

developing in the en!ire region. Loss of fertility amo11g livestock's is quite common in this village. In 

arldition to ihese: a few are also affected by diseases of the kidney in around the village Panchayat 

particularly, in the nearby hamlets ... " 

He fu1ther adds, 

" ... Once people agitated vigorously against the govemment authorities when there was a serious crisis 

for drinking water, the problem was temporarily solved by means of water supplied through tube 

wells. Such agitations are needed to save this region. People may not be aware of the seriousness of 

the problem right now, but those days are not too far. ... " 

In an in-depth interview subburayalu says, 

" ... I am working as di~trict extension health educator in the rural development department and mine is 

a kind of Liasoning position between health and the rural development departments. Now 

Chickungunya is the major disease of our concern. We are making frequent field visits to keep the 

disease under control. All the Primary Health Centers in the taluk are equipped well, to handle the 

situation better. .. " 
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He further muTates, 

" ... Water contamination is an important problem in Karur Taluk, Here the canals particularly Pugalur, 

Karur and Kamppampalayam are the main sources of contaminared water and that too stagnant at 

sometimes. This leads to the spread of mosquitoes, which are responsible for transmitting 1-:-~any 

diseases. It is not only Karupampalayam that is affected: in fact the problem is worse in villages like 

Chellandipalayam and Thirumanilayur. Though the Dyeing and Bleaching units are concentrated in 

Karuppampalayam, it is only the place of origin of polluted water with two Effluent Treatment Plants 

located nearby. The dyeing units are spread out and there are 6 other plants from which the polluted 

water enter into the canals ... " 

Based on the focus group discussion with the workers of dyeing and bleaching units, it could be 

observed that the there was an overall dissatisfaction regarding the working hours nf the PHC 

among the daily wage labourers working in textile, dyeing and bleaching units. Though it is 

(:Xpensive, they prefer to go to private hospitals and clinics in Karur town as it sa·ves their time. 

According to them, a disease becomes problematic only when it stops their work and creates 

financial problems. Hence Chikungunya is more painful to them. Most of them reported 

tiredness and severe joint pains. They also reported allergic symptoms, giddiness, eye complaints 

and hair loss. Some of them felt that they had more frequent cold and less sense of smell as they 

began working with chemicals. 

To summarize, the themes developed in this chapter help us to understand the health implications 

in relation to the overall living and working conditions. As a result of the entry of dyeing and 

bleaching units, the structure and functioning of the entire Karuppampalayam village has 

changed in the recent 20 years. As already mentioned, the village itself is polarized into two 

group's one in favour of the dying units and the other opposing it. It has resulted in serious social 

conflicts in the village. 
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The textile dying and bleaching units hav.e replaced agriculture. These units are dominating the 

scene with little scope for altemate employment. More and more, farmers in the region are 

shifting to other professions. Some farmers are selling water to dyeing and bleaching units to 

eam mon~y. Some have sold their lands and the real estate business is flourishing well in this 

region. This research revealed that farmers are an ageing population. Agriculture is no longer 

attractive to young people in this village, which in addition to the contamination of water, 

contributes to the agricultural crises of the region. 

Due to the unorganized nature of the dyeing and bleaching units the conditions of life and work 

are much worse than in agriculture. The workers enjoy no benefits apart from daily wages. 

Falling i!!, even for a day is a major disaster as they L8se a day's eaming. Comparatively and 

not surprisingly, the Gounder Agriculturalist complained more strongly than workers about the 

presence of the dyeing units as they are the direct victims. 

One of the maJor findings of the study is that most of them interviewed identified serious 

problems of water pollution linked to these industries. The effluent treatment plants are not 

effective and the concem for disposing sludge (solid waste) is widely reflected in the opinion of 

farmers, workers, and dalits of the village. 

Perceptions of causal factors regarding illnesses are many. However an important finding was 

that majority of the people of Karuppampalayam attributed their health problems to the water 

pollution. They perceived that the negative effects of pollution of water sources are degradation 

of soil, low agricultural yields, worsening of human and livestock health. Especially farmers of 

Karuppampalayam reported considerable decline in their land productivity and household 

income. But above all, lies the problem of survival of majority of the villagers. 
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Chapter- 6 

------------------------------------------------------------------------
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 



SUMMARY AND CONCLL'SIONS 

In our attempt to understand the implications of industrial effluents from dyeing and 

bleaching units for the health of the villagers in Karuppampalayam, we have tried to 

study their socio-econom!c conditions, the changing living and working conditions like 

the nature and type of work, conflicts between different socio-economic groups, health 

problems and their impact on the overall well being of the people. 

Primary and Secondary data was collected regarding the village and importance has been 

given to the qualitative dimensions. Since this is an exploratory case-study of a single 

village P<mchayat, it will be incorrect to generalize the findings to the entire 

District.However, it definiiely is indicative of the state of industrial development ia the 

district and the conditions of life and work of the rural peopl(:. 

Socio Economic condition of Sampled Households 

An attempt has been inade to analyse the socio-economic context of the village. The 

study is carried out by collecting data from 52 households of Karuppampalayam 

Panchayat. Kongu Vella/a Gounders are the dominant caste group both numerically and 

also in terms of power equation. They are the main owners of land and livestock in the 

village. Gounders of this village are polarized into two groups; one owns the dyeing units 

and the other who depends on agriculture. As the local economy depends on Textile 

industries to a large extent, the former group enjoys better position. 

Although with the entry of textile, dyeing and bleaching units Pallars and parayars 

have shown better economic mobility in recent times, they remain underprivileged in 

terms of their social status, living space and other infrastructural facilities. In general, 

there is an overlap between class and caste pattern in the study population. However it is 
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not the case with most backward caste category as they lag behind the dalits in terms of 

their monthly income. But they enjoy better living space and social status than dalits. 

The women in the village are showing better educational mobility in recent times. As 

patriarchy is still dominant, thP women wani memhers including the president have 

minimal say in any decision making processes off the village. The living conditions of 

migrant workers are poorer than any other caste groups or natives of the village. 

Changing Occupational and Livelihood Patterns 

Karur is witnessing a cluster of expansion 'the driving force' of which can be 

simultaneously traced to global trends. The Karur industrilll de';elopment reproduces the 

paths of European type but with endogenous characteristics as reasserted by Marco 

Corsi 1.The textile, dyeing and bleaching units has been mushrooming at a fast rate as a 

response to rising export demand which has led to informalisation of industrial 

production and concomitant casualisation of labour. The changes in occupational pattem, 

livelihood pattern and wage rates are factors beyond the control of the people. 

The dyeing and bleaching units have replaced agriculture, leaving little scope for any 

alternate employment. In recent years there has been a rapid decline in the product' 1n of 

sugarcane, paddy, turmeric and cotton. Now only millets and maize are grown in many 

agricultural lands due to the pollution of water sources. This region has converted from 

the one with agricultural labour sulpus to agricultural labour scarcity as shown by 

Neelakandan2.Agriculture is loosing its primacy in the value system of villagers. 

2 

Marco Corsi. Modernity, Modernisation, Development. The Karur Industrial District. Paper 
Presented at the workshop Asia-Pacific studies in Australia and Europe; A Research Agenda For 
the future, Canberra 5-6 july 2002.P.no.38. 

Neelakantan S., "Change and continuity: A contrasting account of Urban Rural Transformation" 
Madras Institute of Development Studies, MIDS working paper no 139, Madras 1996. 
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Urban demand for industrial labour has increased in this reg:on with Textile and dyeing 

and bleaching industries dominating the scene. It is reflected in the economic life of the 

village. Due to unorganised nature of the industry the conditions are much worse than in 

agriculture. There is no job guarantee through out the year. It purely depends on market 

demand. The workers have to spend long working hour.;, with low wages and they are 

forced to work in unhygienic working conditions which make them susceptible to 

different kinds of illness. They enjoy no benefits other than daily wages. There is wide 

gender discrimination in this sector, in ten11S of wages in this region. Women workers do 

not have equal access to skilled work with good wages. 

Conflicts in the village 

Once Karuppampalayam was noted for its unity, but now .almost the village its.clf is 

polarized into two groups one in favom of the dyeing units and the other protesting 

against it. The;:e aYe conflicts in everyday life, in every day social interaction. The 

Bagavathi amman temple festival which is considered as the ·.:illage festival is not 

celebrated for the past 3 years due to the conflicts regarding dyeing units. 

Some sections feel that since these industries generate a good deal of employment, both 

di;:ectly and indirectly, taking an extreme view of the matter might result in their 

economic misery. There is another section, who expresses their anguish and resentment 

over the damage caused to the environment, including ground water depletion and 

pollution, decline in agricultural productivity, and increasing health problems. Though 

there have been mixed responses from the people, majority of them are worried about the 

kind of environmental degradation that is continuing and about the ongoing social 

conflicts in the village. 
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Environmental Degradation and Problems in Drinking Water Supply 

Many of the dyeing and bleaching units in Karuppampalayam are spread out, mainly 

along the canals flowing on the both sides of Amaravathy River. In most of the occasions 

the effluents are generally let out into the canals or private lands. In either case ground 

and river water are highly contaminated. It has resulted in serious drinking water crises in 

the region. The district administration has partially settled the problem by means of 

tapping water from the Cauvery water sources. Though Karuppampalayam Panchayat is 

on the banks of Amaravathy, the drinking water is tapped from a source which is almost 

20 kms away. People are becoming increasingly aware of the emerging pollution 

problems of Cauvery River and its- tributaries. Hence people, who could afford money, 

have started purchasing bottled water for their drinking and cooking needs. 

The Common Effluent Treatment Plants which were established to deal with the pollution 

problem stills remains ineffective. The treatment process is carried out properly only 

during the time of factory inspections and the government authorities are not taking 

serious efforts to deal with the situation. The ways to deal with the 'sludge' (solid waste) 

which is released after the treatment still remains as an unanswered question. 

On the whole, the pressure exerted by the people, Farmer's Association and the Court on 

the government has been quite enormous. But what effective measures ,· e government 

will take to tackle the situation remains a question. At the moment, whatever measures 

the Government takes are through the Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board. But the 

Board's role as a pollution control Agency is far from effective. 

On the one hand, the government is not efficient in dealing with the pollution problems of 

this region in which its only motivation is to earn export dollars, on the other hand, the 

government under the threat of closure of these polluting industries has been trying to 

encourage and finance, through subsidies, the installation of Common Eftluent Treatment 
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Plants. But it would not like to become unpopular by resorting to any d:-astic policy 

decision as that may lead to the loss of employment of huge mass of workers. The 

Government is in a dilemma and does not seem to have any long-term policy to handle 

the situation as reasserted by Janakarajan3
. 

Health problems of the village 

For the people of Karuppampalayam, a disease becomes problematic only when it stops 

their work and creates financial problems. Hence the outbreak of Chickungunya was 

more painful to the villagers. In addition to these, skin allergy is also reported as a major 

health problem especially by the workers of dyeing units. As revealed by the fanners of 

Karuppampalayam, the females in and around the village usually suffer from various 

types of gynecological problems and thete are also a few cases of kidney and dental 

problems.Perceptions of causal factors regarding illnesses are many. However an 

important finding was that majority of the people of Karuppampalayam attributed their 

health problems to the Water Pollution. Official figures on water-related dise;:;ses in 

Karur taluk also reassert peoples view. 

Based on our exploratory study, the following conclusions can be dr<>wn, 

With the growth of textile, dyeing and bleaching industries, Karuppampal<>yam village 

has gained importance in relation to Karur textile market. There is increase in 

employment opportunities and the wage level of both men and women have increased 

(But the overall increase in the cost of living of the region has to be taken into account). 

Some sections of the population have shown better economic mobility. They have started 

enjoying comforts which w.ere once available only to the dominant caste group in the 

village. They have access to education, health services, television, cell phones, better 

transportation facilities and more entertainment. Earlier forms of discrimination have 

disappeared to a large extent and it is a positive step towards secularization of the caste 

system. But this shows only one part of the social life. 

3 Janakarajan, S. "Avazha Nilayil Thamilaga A rugal" (2003) Madras Institute of Development 
Studies, Chennai 
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With the entry of Textile, dyeing and bleaching units the village is almost polarized into 

two groups, one in favour of the dyeing units and the other opposing it. 

Karuppampalayam village was once noted for its apparent unity and solidarity of the 

people not with the standing forms of feudal elements that existed. Now the village is 

noted for its social conflicts. 

Due to unorganized nature of the industry the conditions of work are much worse than in 

agriculture. The workers enjoy no other guarantees except the daily wages. Falling ill, 

even for a day is a major disaster as they loose a day's earning. Industrial eft1uents 

released from these dying and bleaching units is a serious threat to the living space of the 

people. Some of the negative effects of pollution of water sources are degradation of soil, 

low agricultural yields, worse11ing of human and livestock health. Especially farmers of 

Karuppampalayllm reported considerable decline in their land productivity and household 

mcome. 

Though establishing advanced pollution control measures such as reverse osmosis and 

nano membrane technologies sounds reasonable, they are only partial ways of dealing 

with the problem. Keeping in view of the present situation of the study area, there is a 

need to understand the larger social processes that influence the life of the people. 

A large part of the textiles in the dyeing and bleaching factories is exported to Europe and 

North America. It is cheaper to produce, bleach and dye clothes in India where the labour 

costs are much less and the Environmental laws are weaker. However, through their 

imports, the importing countries are exporting the huge environmental problems involved 

in this trade as pointed out by many scholars. 
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In accordance with the policy guidelines, suggested by the Western world, India has 

liberalized its industrial policy, shifted from import substituted industrialization to export 

oriented growth thus allowing market forces to play a dominant role. And results of these 

policies are clear in the growth of environmentally undesired industries and dumping of 

pollutants and toxic wastes from North to the South and shifting of hazarc'ous industries 

to the developing countries. This Case study of Karuppampalayam Panchayat shows that 

the overall paradigm that depends upon growth does not necessarily lead to better living 

and working conditions especially for the marginalised sections of the society. 
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