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 Paadu System – Pulicat Lake 
 

 
Fishery management is nothing but sustaining the fishery resources towards the 
betterment of the fisheries community by all means for a longer period.  Fishing 
operation without any rule established may result in the depletion of the resources as 
well as the conflict of interests.  Fishery is a traditional work and thousands thrive on it 
for their livelihood.  As in many other cases, fishery sector has also been neglected over 
the years.  The situation is worsened with the introduction of many rules and regulations 
which are alien to the community, over riding the set norms and conditions practiced by 
the community from time immemorial.  With the advancement of technology, the nets 
and gears have taken new shapes and dimensions which are also to be incorporated 
into while framing the rules and specifications for the sector.  Mechanisation of the 
sector has resulted in fragmentation in the fishery community.  Most of the times the 
rules which were set by factors outside the community were responsible for this division.   
Rather than looking at the fishery sector as a community management system of 
schemes, the rights were left to the people outside the community. 
 
 
With the introduction of the mechanized boats, the fishery sector was open to the 
general pubic as well.  Even though it increased the competition and helped the State to 
earn the export values, the traditional community was deprived of enjoying the fruits of 
this development.  There has been no marked improvement in their lives.  They were 
not in a position to compete with the new entrants in the field.  They started loosing 
their fishery rights as many of them were illegitimate in the eyes of the Government.  
Traditional fishermen have expertise in the area of fishing which no other formal 
education can substitute with.  In fact, it is the only profession in which they are skilled 
and have immense knowledge.  They go to the sea side and work incessantly.  The 
catch is based on season, tides, temperature and of course the location.  Once they 
return to the landing centre, the women in the family engage in the processing, drying, 
icing and selling.  Thus the whole family depends on the fishery resources for their 
livelihood.  One cannot be unmindful of the fact that there requires the competition and 
investment in this sector to raise the standards of the sector but that cannot be done at 
the expense of the community.  It may have catastrophic effects then.  The property 
rights are to be redefined in terms of community and at the same time provisions should 
help free market competition. 
 
 
One of the interesting studies on community management of fishery resources can be 
seen in Pulicat Lake in India.  Pulicat Lake is the second largest backwater lake in India.  
It lies almost parallel to the Bay of Bengal.  It covers an area about 461 Square 
Kilometres.  Two third of the lake is in Tamil Nadu while the rest is in Andhra Pradesh. 
The lake extends to about 59 kilometres in north to south direction with a maximum 
width of 17 Kilometres in east to west direction in the northern sector of the lake.  The 
Pulicat lagoon is fed by three rivers – Swarnamukhi, Kalangi and Araniar- and as many 
other canals and water outlets that drain into the lake1.  The mouth of the lake is a 

                                                 
1 Felix Sugarthiraj, 2001 
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narrow channel of 200 metres, with an average depth of one metre.  The lake at the 
southern end, near to the north of Pulicat town opens to the Bay of Bengal by narrow 
pass into the sea.  
 
 
The community management of the resources is theoretically supported by the collective 
action methods.  The excludability and subtractabilty equations are subjected to the 
community initiatives like setting up unique regulations and common property rights2. 
The sharing of the common property within the confines of the local management 
weighs against the odds arising in the changing situations over the times.  The 
questions regarding the access to the common property, self – regulation, control and 
sharing of the resources are self pointers in this scheme of things. 
 
 
In Puilcat, the fishermen of the area practice ‘Paadu’ system of fishing.  The word Paadu 
means “site” or “location”3.  The locals say they practice Paadu from time immemorial.  
At the outset, Paadu system can be defined as a mechanism to cater to the 
requirements of the fishermen community according to the changing times with an 
equitable access, providing collective social responsibility through conflict resolution and 
rule making.  The detailed account of the fishery system in Pulicat is narrated in the 
following paragraphs. 
 
 
There are fifty two villages around the Pulicat lagoon4.  Most of them are fishing villages.   
Almost all the marine fishing villages are located on the seaward side of the east of the 
lake.  Marine villages are mostly concentrated in Light House Island, a sand bar starting 
at the end of Sri Harikotta Island and running south to Kattupalli Island near Ennore.   
The traditional fishermen of this area are called ‘Pattinaavar’.  The term pattinaavar 
refers to the traditional leader, whose family may have found the village.  Historically, 
the pattinaavar have been responsible for the protection of the mouth of the lake, which 
is crucial for the passage of fish between the lake and the sea5.  There are Harijan, Irula 
settlements also who have moved into the lake fishery from the agriculture sector.  The 
Pulicat Lake is connected to the Bay of Bengal through a river mouth.  This area has a 
population of 52, 000.  Pulicat Lake supports many rare and vulnerable species and 
20,000 birds annually6.  Since ancient times, this lake has been a major fishing centre 
for shrimp, crab, mullets, cat fish, threadfins and a variety of other finfish as well as for 
calm shells etc.  This entire fishing activity is managed by the local fishermen through 
the Paadu system. 
 
 
In addition to earlier definitions Paadu means ‘Rotation’ also.  Pattinaavars living near to 
the lake side are full time fishermen.  Paadu system may be defined as a traditional 
system of granting entitlements to eligible members of a particular community for 

                                                 
2 P J Sajeeva Raj, 1994 
3 K.Lobe, F.Berkes, 2004 
4 P.J Sanjeevraj, 1994 
5 Felix Sugathiraj, 2001 
6 Sarah 2005 
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undertaking specified fishing activities in certain designated fishing grounds of the 
lagoon7.  The fishermen of this area practise paadu system which controls, regulates 
and restricts the access to the lake side fishery. 
 
Pattinaavars live in twenty four villages.  Out of these, those four villages towards the 
southern part of the Pulicat lagoon practice Paadu system in a more advanced and 
convincing style.  They are Kottai Kuppam, Nadavur Matha Kuppam and Andi Kuppam8.    
Other villages also have their own systems.  Each one is unique in its own way and the 
way it is practiced.  Even the Dalit village in the northern region has also got a unique 
method of fishery management.  They moved to this location about seventy years ago.    
Over the years they also developed their own paadu system.  This means this practice 
can even be adopted as well.  This paper follows the paadu system of the above 
mentioned villages.  
 
 
Before getting into paadu system, we should also understand how the community 
functions.  There is a local panchaayat which is no more powerful than the community 
grouping.  The community gatherings have more say in the day to day affairs of the 
locality.  People choose a community leader who commands respect and honour from 
the villagers.  It is a consensual decision arrived at in the annual meetings where the 
Paadu allocation for the following year is finalized.  This is a good example for the 
effectiveness of the participatory democracy concerned.  The accessory rights to the 
resources which belong equally to the community members are mandated by talakettu 
system.  A married male member in a family is conferred the community rights by the 
community panchaayat through this system.  By conferring talakettu, the recipient also 
have the responsibility to share the common expenditure of the community towards 
temple festivals, litigation etc.  Each one in the community takes it as a proud moment 
to be a part of this system.  So it is talakettu which confers the institutional frame work 
to the Paadu system. 
 
 
In Paadu system as mentioned earlier, it is only the married fishermen allowed to 
participate.  It is like contract for a year agreed in the village meeting which take place 
in the month of December.  Mostly, the new arrangements will be applicable from 
December to November.  Since each year the meetings are convened, required changes 
with the increase in the fishermen number and the changes in the catch areas are taken 
into consideration while taking the decision for the following year.  The lake is divided 
into a number of fishing grounds.  Groups are formed and allowed to fish these grounds.   
The formation of the groups is voluntary.  Earlier any two in the village could form the 
group.  Since the number of fishermen increased, variation in the number of persons in 
a group varies in these three kuppams.  Then each group is assigned a number and 
lottery system is followed.  The day on which the lots are drawn is called the paadu 
kulukkal day9.  They will get to know which paadu to start with the season.  
 
 
                                                 
7 Sebastian Mathew, 1992 
8 Kuppam is a tamil dialectic means fishing village. 
9 Sebastian Mathew, 1992. 
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At present the Paadu system is practised in the lake side only.  The gears used here are 
mostly traditional ones.  Paadu grounds are fished by using stake nets and drag nets.   
They are locally known as suthu valai and badi valai.  Suthu valai is used for catching 
prawns and badi valai for catching fishes.  Kallu and Oi valai are two other nets used in 
this area.  Padi valai is used to catch mullets.  Among these, Bodi valai requires about 
hundred labourers.  The use of different nets varies across different Paadu grounds 
depending on the resources.  The three villages rotate the access to the fishing sites on 
a daily basis within a monthly cycle of assigned days.  Here, even though the three 
villages operate independently, they are linked at the level of coordination.  It helps to 
solve the conflict which is thus a smooth implementation of the system. 
 
 
At the start of the season, each group go to the respective fishing areas they are 
assigned with.  There is no specific time for fishing.  Each group is given twenty four 
hours.  Among three villages, Naduvur matha kuppam has got more fishermen 
population.  So the groups are designed in such a way that they consist of more 
numbers from the kuppam.  Each group has the members from the same kuppam only.   
The most resourceful grounds are towards the south of the lake which is near the bar 
mouth which separates the sea from the lake side.  Of which, the western side is land, 
while the south, north and east are divided into fishing grounds.  Vadakku Paadu is to 
the west of the bar mouth in a north south axis.  Munthurai paadu is confluent with the 
sea and occupies the area near to eastern boundary.  Both Vadakku paadu and 
Munthurai paadu are five kilometres in length.  Odai Paadu is south of Munthurai Paadu.   
Each of these Paadu is again divided into sub systems.  Each of these small fishing 
grounds is allotted specific number of vessels.  It is this allocation which helps to decide 
the number of fishermen in the lake.  In Naduvur Matha Kuppam, each group consists of 
four members while in Kottai Kuppam, there are three members as in the case of Andi 
Kuppam.  Earlier, when the number was so small, the system was very simple to 
understand.  Each village has a field day which rotates.  Each group go to the fishing 
ground that day.  Mostly, each fishing ground accommodates three groups at a time.   
Sometimes it differs if the Paadu offers more area size and catch.  But these will not 
differ in the midst of a year.  These are fixed at the start of the season.  Thus, each 
Paadu has one group from each village at a time.  Each group may consist of three or 
four members at a time as mentioned earlier. 
 
 
Earlier, the group used to move to the next fishing ground on the next day so that the 
last group will come to the first ground.  The cyclic rotation gave equal opportunities to 
all groups of all the villages.  Now, with the increase in the number, the whole fishing 
grounds are divided into two sets.  There is such kind of separation in all three major 
fish grounds.  So on a day, say on side A, one set of group will fish and the next rotating 
day they interchange the area of operation.  Those groups in area A will go to B while B 
will come to side A.  As the fishing grounds belong to different directions, for 
convenience, each paadu are divided into small fishing grounds.  This is a recent 
adoption of the system.  Among three kuppams, Naduvur Matha Kuppam has a fishing 
population of about 640.  Over the years, they have divided into four groups among 
themselves.   Each group has got a separate council and a leader.  So now the system 
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follows in a way that the four groups rotate among themselves under Paadu system.  It 
means a group get the chance to go to Paadu only once in twelve days.  
 
 
There are fifty six allowed fishing units (fishing grounds) operating on a day.  Naduvur 
matha kuppam sends one of its four groups to the Paadu on its assigned day.  This is an 
arrangement within the village with the agreement with the other villages.  From other 
villages, the entire community in a group is allowed to operate on the respective day.    
These groups will go to the other two fishing grounds on the next two days on rotation.   
On the fourth day, another group from Naduvur Matha kuppam, who were on the land 
on the last three days, will go for fishing.  The lottery system ensures equitable 
distribution of resources.  Each fishing ground is supplied with one group from each 
village.  Thus a number of fishermen are engaged in fishing at a time.  The local 
fishermen know the availability of the resources than any one.  So it is necessary that 
every time they go for fishing they should get all available resources.  In fact, looking at 
the fishing ground sometimes, they opt out from fishing.  In the mean time, these 
fishermen can allow the members outside the group to go for fishing.  In these cases, 
the group can trade the fishing right with members of the community.  It takes place 
through various means.  Most of the times, they follow the talakettu system.  When the 
next turn comes, the privilege is restored to the original group.  If the bachelors 
substitute any one in the group, he is eligible for only half of the catch and the rest is 
given to the group.  
 
 
The interesting aspect of paadu system is that even though there is a fool proof 
mechanism ensuring the equitable access to the fishery resources, they do not believe in 
equitable distribution of the returns from the fishery among the village members.   
According to them, it will lead to collapse of the system.  When lots are drawn in the 
village meeting, the names are entered in the registry kept with village leader.  For the 
year following, the right of the group to fish in paadu is inalienable and cannot be sold.    
 
 
Everyday, the fishery activity starts in the afternoon.  Usually, the fishermen go to the 
lake side by around 2.30 pm in the afternoon and start arranging the gears.  It may take 
a couple of hours up to 6.30 pm in the evening.  Then they take rest for some time and 
then come back for catch.  The focus is always on prawn catch since its demand is very 
high in the market.  On a full moon day, the catch of prawns is very high.  So the 
fishermen using the Suthu valai start their operations by 6 pm on a full moon day.  
These days, high tide in the lake accentuates the movement of prawns.  Three days 
prior and after the full moon days are good for prawn catching.  On the next day the 
operations will start forty five minutes late, that is, at 6.45 pm.  Every following day, the 
time will be advanced by forty five minutes.  It is continued for three days.     
 
 
The paadu system has its own characteristic features.  The fishermen involved in the 
paadu system are traditional ones.  Even with the change in the fishery techniques, the 
system follows the traditional methods.  The marine fishermen in the Pulicat area have 
abandoned their traditional catamarans and launched the mechanised fishing crafts.  But 
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the lagoon fishermen still use the traditional crafts.  The only changes we can see in 
them are that a few of them are engine powered.  Even now, there are many crafts 
which sail using wind direction and another set of catamarans.  It is very important to 
note that their daily income is between Rs 100 to Rs 200 only.  Even in these stringent 
conditions no body dares to replace the old and traditional methods with modern means.  
The trading in Pulicat area is mostly done by the female counterparts in the community.   
There are hardly any middlemen on the site.  The other works like cleaning, drying and 
preserving the fish are also handled by the fisherwomen.  So, it turns out to be the work 
of an entire community throughout the system.    
 
 
The suthu valai is owned by every individual while badi valai is owned by a few or by the 
community.  With the decline in the prawn catch, the suthu valai in number wise has 
come down.  The catch is more near to full moon days.  These are the days when the 
movement of prawns from and to sea are very high.  These days, the fishermen do not 
exercise their access rights to Munthurai paadu because of its low productivity.  It has 
also an impact on suthu valai system.  The turn of Badi valai is also restricted.  Each 
community has got a turn to use Badi valai.  In suthu valai, the total income from the 
catch is divided among the group members.  In the case of badi valai, the owner and 
boat have a stake.  The incurred expenditure is subtracted in addition to the above.   
Some times, each labourer in the boat gets a fixed amount (currently, Rs 150) or the 
other way around of dividing the amount equally.   
 
 

Differences in Paadu rights between different fishing gears 
 
Suthu Valai Badi valai 
Only eligible fisher men can participate Anybody can participate 

Group specific rights Owner specific rights 

Site –specific with respect to the number 
of locations in each paadu 

Site specific only with respect to the larger 
paadu 

Species specific Species non – specific 

Operational time : 12 Hrs Operational time over 24 Hrs 

Frequency of operation according to the 
system of rotation of rights 

Frequency of operation depending on the 
number of eligible fishermen in the family 
of ownership 

Ensures equitable access to all the eligible 
fishermen 

Ensures equitable access to all the owners 
of gear 

Source: Traditional system of fisheries management in Pulicat Lake, 1991 
 
 
There is no processing plant or any other value added industry near by.  Over the years, 
with the increase in competition with the marine fishermen, the lagoon fishermen have 
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been forced into poverty.  This is largely because of the lack of infrastructure and 
facilities required for a competitive market.  Even though the paadu system is well 
organised and self regulatory, the system does not support the sales of the fish.  This in 
mean time has given the opportunity for the money lenders to sneak into the system.    
 
 
Thalavu means the community restriction on catch.  This has been decided by the 
village as a whole.  Other than the lean periods, thalavu is applicable during festival 
time, death in the village and so on.  No one goes for fishing on that day.  There is no 
tension or conflict on these days as it is seen in other fishing harbours.  The conflict 
between the groups or between villages is always resolved in meetings.  The paadu 
sytem is a community managed and cast based system.  The new entrants in the 
neighbouring villages have also started fishing in recent times.  But all these through 
accords reached by the traditional fishermen.  They keep an agreement on sharing of 
resources.  They keep the records with the village communities and some times in near 
by Police Station in Ponneri also.  There are instances that the deal has been produced 
in the presence of village officer and Police officials when the conflict was aroused 
between different communities.  Even though there is no legal binding on the Paadu 
system from the Government side, the officials have always respected the traditional 
rights of the fishermen.  
 
 
In the recent times, the industrial developments along the Tamil Nadu coast have 
largely affected the fishery resources.  Fishermen complain about the effluents 
discharged by these industries.  In Pulicat area, in the last one decade, the effluents 
discharged by Chennai Thermal Power Corporation significantly affected the fishery 
wealth.  The fishermen had a number of representations to the Government and to 
State Pollution Control board as they fear the disaster is offing.  Another significant 
change over was the establishment of Sri Harikotta rocket launching station near by.   
Those who were evacuated from the project site were given housing facilities in and 
around Pulicat Lake.  This has also resulted in the conflict between the existing 
community and the new comers.  Over the time, they have been also accommodated by 
the system.  
 
 
There is criticism on the paadu system as well.  The basic point here is that it subverts 
the open accessibility option for the fishermen in the area.  The crisis is accentuated 
with the increased ecological and environmental changes occurred in this area.  The 
Geological History dates back to 6650 to 5000 years.  As years passed, there is an 
overall change in the topology of this area.  Many accuse Paadu system as the reason 
for the conflict.  Many times, the interpersonal conflicts have developed into intra 
village, inter village and some times even to inter state conflicts.  The peace 
communities are formed and peace accord is signed between the stake holders.  An 
investigation to these untoward incidents revealed that there is a growing pressure on 
the fishery resources in the Lake.  Some of the fishermen call it as erratic system 
leading to the chaos often.  With the dying of many paadus in the recent times, the 
system has undergone many convolutions.  There is no restriction on the frequency of 
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net fixing here under the system.  To cope with the pressure, the paadu system has 
taken two important steps to accommodate the interests10.  
 

• Further subdivision of the fishing grounds into smaller paadus 
• Expansion of the crew – size per boat from two to more  

 
 
Even though these changes have been practised since then, critic argue, it may lead to 
an explosive situation at anytime.  But looking at the fabric of the society, this is an 
argument difficult to buy.  The evicted fishermen from Sri Harikotta system who settled 
in the south – eastern side of the lagoon had a series of problems with the locals.  Their 
contention was that the Government had promised them fishing rights in the lagoon 
system.   Finally, the Paadu fishermen had to compromise on this regard by allowing 
them also fishing rights in the lake side.  Whatever be the settlement, these kinds of 
accommodation practises have direct impact on the fishery system leading to the 
conflicts. 
 
 
The critics also point out that there cannot be a monopoly over lake by these three 
villages.  There are more than twenty villages around the lagoon but they are restrained 
from taking part in the main Paadu system.  There are only nine villages out of twenty 
nine of Tamil Nadu state who participate in the system.  Critics warn that the Pulicat 
Lake will vanish if things are going in this way.  To support their arguments, the 
environmental activists say that one third of the lake in the northern side of the lake in 
Andhra Pradesh is already dead.  This phenomenon, due to the tectonic shift since 1803, 
reduced area of the lake to 325 square kilometres, they argue.  Even they agree that 
Paadu system was good in certain respects.  This system allowed opening of bar mouth 
once in a year which helped the inflow of water from sea to the lake.  But in the last five 
years, the bar mouth is accumulated with more sludge and prevented the flow of water. 
Lake has turned to be a pond which is not good in eco sense as well as the fishery 
resources are concerned.   
 
 
The solution the fishermen in Pulicat area suggest is interesting.  The fishery rights in 
the lake should be restored to the original fishermen community.  When the Harijans 
and tribals venture into the lake side, they are reminded of their caste occupation. 
Identifying the actual fishermen is the key to solve the conflict.  At the same time, the 
paadu system should ban the use of Badi valai.  The use is accelerated by the decline in 
catch due to the lack of fresh water flow.  The steps have to be taken in order to 
increase the width and depth of the bar mouth.  The Government assistance may be 
required in this context.  The legality over the Paadu system depends on the officials in 
the near by fishery department in Ponneri.  There is a conflict in the fishery department 
on Paadu system.  While studying the Paadu system in the Pulicat area, it was reliably 
learnt that there is no catch statistics on Pulicat area with Fishery department.  Only 
recently, they started contemplating on this issue.  Paadu system in Pulicat is an apt 
example for the identification of ownership and management rules.  The ownership is 

                                                 
10 Sebastian Mathew, 1992 
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vested with the fishermen of that area but the management ends up with the sale of the 
fishery resources.  The area has still the remnants of a great past.  The Dutch cemetery 
and buildings of more than a century old catch the imagination of anyone awestruck.  
One can understand how busy this area would have been at one point of time.  But 
today, Pulicat is a very much neglected area at least when fisheries is concerned.  
Probably, most of the issues related with the management of the lake could have been 
easily resolved if there was a proper marketing and processing facility assured.  At least 
the younger generation of the lot might have received the benefit out of that by getting 
good education and switching over to more competitive careers. 
 
 
The study reveals the importance of the fishery resources and the intricacies involved in 
the system.  Whatever the critics say, it has been felt that such a value inculcated 
system associated with the fishery area is more important than the success rate 
measured in quantity wise.  There can be improvements in the existing system as well. 
The improvements can be done only through the cleaning up of the lake.  Otherwise, 
the threat looming over the lake is beyond imagination.  Some fear that Pulicat Lake will 
also die as Swarnamukhi, the river system which existed in the northern part of the 
Pulicat.  There is another suggestion also regarding the participation of the fishery 
community in the Paadu system.  Some of the reformers argue that only those above 
thirty five years of age should be allowed to fish in the Pulicat Lake under Paadu system.  
The youngsters shall be given other options like venturing into other areas of livelihood 
means.  But this is in contrary to the criticism they raise regarding the involvement of 
youth in the Paadu system.  Some of them argue that the vigour and energy of the 
youth are wasted under the paadu system because of the limited opportunities.  During 
summer season, the fishery resources in the lake side decline and the fishermen go for 
marine fishing thus alleviating the pressure on the fishery resources in the lake side.   
 
 
During the study, the questions were asked whether a similar Paadu system can be 
practised in the sea side also.  All of them replied in negative.  For most of them, the 
sea is an open resource and cannot be divided into Paadus as in the lake side.  Also, 
there cannot be any restriction and regulation as far as the marine fishery resources is 
concerned.  But learning from the experience of paadu system in Pulicat Lake, it has 
been felt that by taking into account the advantages and disadvantages, paadu system 
can be redrawn for the sea side also. 
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