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ABSTRACT 

Irrigation is considered as a corner stone in Tamil Nadu and 70 percent of the population is engaged in 
Agriculture and allied activities for their livelihood. The State having more than 6% of the country‟s population, but 
with only 3% of the country‟s renewable water 
resources in 4% of the country‟s land has been 
practising time memorial ancient water 
managementfor service delivery. With an average 
rainfall of 911mm attributing to 1590 T.M.C. of 
surface and ground water including the 275T.M.C. 
of surface water contributed by the neighbouring 
states, Tamil Nadu is managing for a population of 
7.21 crores over an extent of 1,30,058 sq.km for 
its drinking, domestic, agriculture, industrial, 

power and other purposes  by maintaining 89 Dams having a 
combined storage capacity of 238.58 T.M.Cft and 14098 P W 
D tanks to effectively store water and make it available for 
drinking, irrigation, industrial and all sectoral demands, apart 
from creation of new storage reservoirs and recharge 
structures to meet the demands of the increasing population. 
 
Fresh water demand is drastically increasing due to increase 
in population and social developmental activities. Tamil Nadu 
being water Deficit Statewith water availability of 598 
cum/Person/Annum as against1000 cum/Person/Annum 

scarce condition , compounded by  saline intrusion caused by 
pumping of ground water as more than 53% of irrigation 

demand is to be met from ground water in the  
1076 km coastal length. Tamil Nadu has been 
successfully meeting the water requirements 
from ground water resources created   by 
implementing  various measures  like 
construction of designed artificial Recharge  
structures and adopting the time memorial 
practicesto meet the water demand and at the 
same time improvising the groundwater statusby 
reducing over exploited block categorisation 
extent and increasing safe block categorisation 
extent as detailed here. 
 
Tanks system: 

Tamil Nadu has no perennial rivers and rivers 
have to cross state boundaries, several hundred 
years ago, a system of diverting the river water 
through dug out earthen channels into a series of 
cascading tanks designed to allow the excess 
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water to flow out after it has reached its capacity, to care of the irrigation needs of neighbouring villages was 
devised to utilize the water to the fullest before it reached the sea. The thought and effort put into designing these 
massive chains of receptacles and over-flow channels hundreds of years back is awe-inspiring. 20% of net 
irrigation in Tamil Nadu is through Tank irrigation. 
 
The AncientNeerkatti's 

Conceptualizing and constructing these structures is one thing but to keep them viable in the long term is another 
altogether because that completely depends on the way they are maintained and managed. Since village life is 
centered on water and agriculture, the importance of keeping these structures well through ‘Kudimaramathu’the 

participation by villagers to keep all the physical structures intact and ways were devised and a 
dedicated„Neerkatti‟ kept a close watch on the water level and was in charge of channeling this water to 

individual fields and to retain the incoming water based on the requirement of the village and the excess was 
allowed to flow into the next tank in the series. 
 

Canal system:  

Tamil Nadu has about 27 per cent of its net irrigated area under canal irrigation. The most important canal 
system lies in the Cauvery delta where 6,400 km long canals irrigatingabout  4 lakh hectares in Thanjavur and 
TiruchchirapalliDistricts. The Mettur Canal system of theMettur dam on the Cauvery River irrigates about 1.2 lakh 
hectares in Salem and Tiruchchirapalli Districts. The Lower Bhavani Project Canal system irrigates about 79 
thousand hectares in Coimbatore District. ParambikulamAliyar and Manimuthar are other projects 
 
RIVER Cauvery originates at ThalaKavery  inKoorg Hills of Karnataka . The 800km length of the main river with 

its tributaries Hemavathy,Harangi in Karnataka  passes through 320  km  in Karnataka  and  after travelling  of 64 
km in the common boundary is  joined by tributaries  Amaravathy, Bhavani, Noyyal, PalarChinnar and travels 416 
km in Tamil Nadu and as it enters Tamil Nadu  impounds 95.6 TMC of water for use in the Cauvery basin at 
Metter dam the  only storage structure across the river Cauvery.  
 
The Grand Anicut (Barrage) is constructed on the main Cauvery river in the ancient “Sangakalam”, The Grand 

Anicut was built by KarkallaChola stands to this date as testimony and Engineering marvel that too 2000 years 
back when Technologyand  Engineering  would have been very primitive. The Anicut has been built to divert 
flood into Coleroon and permit water into Cauvery and Vennar for irrigation as well as regulate water in 
GrandAnicut Canal. The structure is of Rock fill type and this type of rock fill dam was considered as 
innovative idea in 19

th
 century in California by US. 

 
Sir Cotton,has been hailed as the 'Delta Architect' of the Godavari District because of his pioneering work in 
irrigation engineering through his construction of the anicut system.Sir Cottononly  after analyzing the Kallanai 
dam built 2000 years before by ancient Tamil KarikalCholan learned how to build basement in place full 
of bed of sand and following The Grand Anicut  model   Sir Arthur Cotton built the Upper Dam in Cauveri in 

Mukkombu near Tiruchirapalli, about 177 kms from Metter dam for diverting the floods into coleroona flood carrier 
in the northern branch for discharging into sea and the southern branch in the main Cauvery which carries water 
for irrigation and success of these projects paved the way for great projects on the Godavari and Krishna Rivers. 
Sir Arthur Cottonsucceeded in completing the magnificent project on Godavari river at Dowleswaram in 
1852. 
 

At Grand Anicut , the river Cauvery splits into two Cauvery 
and Vennar system . 920.35km of Cauvery   irrigates 

about2Lakh ha of  landas it sub divides into  21 Nosof 
branches of which  10 Nos  branches directly confluence in 
Bay of Bengal   and 685.43 km of Vennarirrigates about 

1.88 Lakh  ha of  land as it sub divides into  15  Nos  
branches of which  8 Nos  branches directly confluence in 
Bay of Bengal. Apart from these two river systems man 
made 148.43 kmGrandAnicut canal which is a contour 

canal branches into small canals irrigating about 0.92 Lakh    
ha of land before confluence in Bay of Bengal.Total Gross 
irrigation of Tamil Nadu is63 Laksh ha and Net irrigation 
extent of Tamil Nadu is 27.09 Lakh ha, out which Cauvery 
Basin accounts for 11.97 Lakhs ha with 4.92 Lakhs ha 
contribution from Delta, Which is 18 % of Tamil Nadus Net 
Irrigation extent. The Cauvery Delta has a total geographic 
land area of 14.47 lakh Ha which is equivalent to 11.13 % 
of the state. The Cauvery Delta forms the lower part of the 
Cauvery River System of the Cauvery River Basin and has 
complex water systems with issues of surface and 
groundwater, coastal instability and salinity intrusion.  
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The climate of the state ranges from dry 
sub-humid to semi-arid. The normal 
annual rainfall of the state is about945 
mm of which 48% is through the North 
East monsoon, and 32% through the 
South West monsoon. Since the state is 
entirely dependent on rains for 
recharging its water resources, monsoon 
failures lead to acute water scarcity and 
severe drought. The delta area even 
though contributes 11.13% of States 
Irrigation, the rainfall pattern is of very 
high intensity of   in this coastal belt 
where the channels in the  two rivers 
system act as the main irrigation canals  
and also carry the drainage water and 
act as irrigation cum drainage channels 

in the lower delta. 
 
The terrain in the coastal delta is flat and 
draining of the monsoon rains is very 
difficult leading to inundation for longer 
duration. This is further affected with 
climate effect resulting in sea level raise 
and change in rainfall pattern with reduced 
number of rainy days. The northern branch 
of Cauvery namely the Coleroon bifurcates 
at the Upper Anicut from the Cauvery is the 
main flood carrier and it continues to flow in 
a north-easterly direction to enter the Bay 
of Bengal south of Porto Novo at the 
confluence of Vellar in the north.  
 
 
 
 
 
Due to the climate effect in the entire world, the rain fall pattern and intensity have also changed a lot in recent 

times, apart from rise in the sea water level causing delay in draining of surplus water, resulting in inundation in 
and around the water courses. Tamil Nadu Govt has already initiated the pilot Climate Change Adoption 
Programme at an outlay of Rs 840.63 crores,   in the vulnerable lower Vennar for climate change adoption. 
 

52

ADB Focal line

Sea Water Intrusion line

(Present & Tentative)

Sea Water Intrusion line

(As per UNDP Report)

 8 blocks are 

classified as saline 

blocks 

 7 blocks  are over 

exploited .

 Impounding of 

surface water near 

coastal area will 

offset Sea Water 

intrusion.


