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SASTHAMKOTTA LAKE: THE QUEEN OF LAKES

Located in the Kunnathur Taluk, Kollam

District of Kerala, Sasthamkotta Lake is the
largest freshwater lake in the state, covering
365.9ha. Designated as a Ramsar Site in

2002, this vital wetland serves as a crucial
source of drinking water for nearly half a

million people in Kollam City and its suburbs.
The scenic beauty and deep cultural connections
of people living around the wetland underpin

the moniker, the ‘Queen of Lakes'.

Sasthamkotta Lake forms a part of an extensive
wetland regime formed on the alluvial

deposits of River Kallada and is surrounded

by lush green hills in the direct catchment
spanning 1,125 ha. At least 16 fish species,

136 amphibian species, and 14 waterbirds

are known to inhabit the wetland.

This management plan prepared by the State
Wetland Authority, Kerala, in collaboration with
Wetlands International South Asia, affirms

the commitment of the State Government to
wetland wise use. The plan has been prepared
under the aegis of the Global Environment
Facility (GEF)-United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP)-MoEFCC funded Integrated
Management of Wetland Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IMWBES) project.

CHANGES IN WETLAND ECOLOGICAL
CHARACTER SINCE RAMSAR SITE DESIGNATION

The designation of Sasthamkotta Lake as a
Wetland of International Importance
(Ramsar Site) commits the governments
and stakeholders to ensure its wise use,
which is the maintenance of the site’s
ecological character based on management
aligned with an ecosystem approach

and within the framework of sustainable
development. An evaluation of wetlands’
ecological, hydrological, and socioeconomic
features indicates the following trends:

1. The area of Sasthamkotta Lake roughly
corresponds with 16 m amsl water level

and includes a mosaic of open water area,
marshes and fragments of exposed wetland
bed. While the area under inundation during
post-monsoon has increased from 210 ha

in 2003 to 310 ha in 2022, the area under
pre-monsoon inundation has declined

from 366 ha in 2003 to 300 ha in 2022.

The increasing inter-annual variability

in the inundation regime has resulted

in a larger wetland area transforming

into intermittent marshes. Currently,

only 40% of the area of Sasthamkotta Lake
remains inundated throughout the year.

.Land use and land cover change within the

direct catchment of Sasthamkotta Lake has
undergone a significant transformation.
From 1988 to 2022, the area under
agriculture has increased from 5%

to 13%, while that under settlements
increased from 0.4% to 6%. Conversely,
the area under marshes, plantations, and
wetlands decreased by 3%, 2%, and 3%,
respectively, during the same period.

3.Surface run-off from rainfall within the

drainage basin and direct rainfall on the
Ramsar Site constitute the major sources

of inflow. The long-term trends indicate a
decrease in total inflow to Sasthamkotta
from 29 MCM in 2015 to 20 MCM in 2022.

In 2022, 13.68 MCM was extracted from
Sasthamkotta for the Quilon Water Supply
scheme, with an additional 8 MCM to keep
the emergency requirements of other water
supply schemes. While this level of extraction
has remained unchanged in the last decade,
this is considerably higher than the original
design. The shifts in rainfall patterns and
reduced sub-surface connectivity with

the River Kallada have subjected the
wetland to an increase in exposed beds.

4, Sasthamkotta maintains adequate oxygen

levels to support aquatic life. The high
BOD in certain seasons and persistently
elevated coliform levels indicate potential
concerns related to organic pollution

and contamination, particularly from
runoff. Such patches are prominent
during summer and in regions around
Kuthira Munamb and Ambalakkadavu.

5.Recorded species richness of various

groups, such as phytoplankton, zooplankton,
macrophytes, and fish, have declined in

the last 20 years. However, such changes
may also be attributed to changes in survey
methods and their comprehensiveness.
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6. A strong wetland-dependent community of
approximately 300 to 400 households
currently resides in Sasthamkotta Lake.
About 18% of these households depend on

natural resource-based livelihoods like fishing.

However, there has been a rapid decline in
active fishers, reducing from 155 registered
fishers in 2015 to only nine at present.

7. The Ramsar Site faces high climate risks.
The mean annual precipitation has increased
from 1884 mm in 2002 to 2002 mm in 2022.
The pre-monsoon (February-May) and
monsoon (June-September) precipitation
has increased by 48% and 33%, respectively,
between 2002 and 2023. However, the north-
east monsoon precipitation has reduced by
33% during the same period. The climate
change projections indicate that by 2050,
the average maximum temperature in the
region will rise by approximately 1°C across
all seasons. Specifically, an increase of
0.75°C during the north-east monsoon,
0.6°C during the south-west monsoon,
and 0.8°C in the non-monsoon season are
anticipated. Concurrently, precipitation
patterns are projected to shift significantly;
an increase of 35% is anticipated during
the north-east monsoon, while a decrease
of 26.5% is expected during the south-
west monsoon. Under a business-as-usual

Objective

scenario, the change in climate patterns may
result in reduced water inflow, declining
water quality, reduced water availability,
and proliferation of invasive species.

INTEGRATED MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

Management of Sasthamkotta Lake needs to be
based on recognition of the full range of
ecosystem services and biodiversity values of
the wetland and their mainstreaming

into management plans at all levels. The
effectiveness of management will be reflected
in the ability to sustain multiple uses of the
wetland based on the hydrological regime

and the key ecological and social processes
that underpin the functioning of the Ramsar
Site. The goal of integrated management

of Sasthamkotta Lake is to secure the ecological
integrity of the wetland ecosystem while
providing ecological, economic and cultural
benefits to the society on a sustainable basis.
The purpose of management is to a) preserve
cultural, recreational, aesthetic, and educational
values, b) provide a reliable water source to
Kollam City, c) provide a buffer against water-
mediated risks to adjoining communities, and d)
secure habitat for wetland-dependent species.

The management goal and purpose are
envisaged to be achieved through the
following eight management objectives:

Outcomes

1. Naturalness of the Ramsar
Site is maintained in line with
extant regulation

2. Storage capacity, surface
and sub-surface water level
are maintained within the
permissible limit

3. Diversity of species and
their habitat is maintained
and enhanced

No conversion of wetland area to non-wetland use as compared with Ramsar Site
designation date baseline

Restrict adverse change in LULC within the watershed to 1% as compared with the
current land use land cover

No instances of violations of extant regulatory regimes

Desired levels are maintained as per thresholds/standards

Water abstraction is optimised in line with requirements for maintenance of the
Ramsar Site health

Sediment load in the wetland is reduced by 50% of the current sediment load
Maintain the population of bird species to the average of last five years

Maintain fish diversity to the average of last five years

Habitat quality and extent is maintained to the Ramsar Site designation baseline
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4. Livelihood vulnerability
of wetland-dependent
communities is reduced

5. Nature tourism is
developed to showcase the
biodiversity, ecosystem
services and cultural values
of the Ramsar Site

6. Individual and collective
capacity and opportunities
for stakeholders to
participate in wetland
management and contribute
to wetlands wise use are
enhanced

7. Systematic Wetlands
Inventory, Assessment and
Monitoring System is used
to inform management
decisions and assess
effectiveness

8. Integration of multiple
values of wetlands in
sectoral development
plans, programmes and
investments is enhanced

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE

MANAGEMENT PLAN

No new establishment of invasive macrophytes colonies as against Ramsar Site
designation baseline

Additional livelihood opportunities from environment-friendly sources are
increased

Nature tourism is within the carrying capacity of wetland and maintains the
naturalness of the site

Primary stakeholders gain additional income through engagement in nature
tourism and allied activities

Community views, rights and capacities are integrated in management plan
integration and monitoring

Local action for preventing adverse land use change, encroachment, pollution
abatement and over-harvesting of biological resources

Time series data on wetlands features and threats is accessible on SWAK WIAMS
web portal

Monitoring data is systematically analysed and presented in SWAK meetings and
made available to decision-makers and stakeholders

SWAK meets periodically to review sectoral plans, programmes and investments in
terms of their implications for Sasthamkotta Lake and communicates to the
respective departments

SWAK establishes convergence with development plans, programmes and
investment, aligning these with functioning of Sasthamkotta Lake

wetland conservation. The Wetland Mitras
will be engaged in raising awareness,
monitoring wetland health, and reporting

The management plan for Sasthamkotta Lake
adopts a multi-faceted approach focusing

on hydrological restoration, biodiversity
conservation, sustainable livelihoods,

and community participation. It is aligned
with national and international wetland
management frameworks, including the
Ramsar Convention’s ‘wise use’ principle and
India’s recent Amrit Dharohar initiative.

MANAGEMENT COMPONENT AND ACTIVITIES

The management framework organises
objectives under five key components to
address the wetland’s ecological, hydrological,
and socio-economic challenges:

Component 1: Institutions and Governance

Establishment of the Wetland Mitra Network
to enhance community engagement in

violations such as encroachment,
pollution, and illegal activities.

Establishment of the Sasthamkotta
Wetland Management Unit (SWMU) to
oversee and coordinate all management
and conservation activities. The SWMU
will be a dedicated administrative body
working with local communities, NGOs,
and government agencies to ensure
effective wetland management.

Improvement and maintenance of an
integrated Wetland Inventory, Assessment,
and Monitoring System (WIAMS) platform

to address the overall information needs of
wetland management and to provide a robust
decision support system. This will also include
setting up a wetland ecosystem monitoring
facility with capabilities for monitoring

the wetland features of Sasthamkotta Lake.



Undertaking Management Effectiveness
Tracking, using the Ramsar Site Management
Effectiveness Tracking Tool (R-METT) to
derive management effectiveness scores
every two years. A mid-term and end-term
review of management plan implementation
will be undertaken to assess the extent

to which stipulated objectives have been
achieved with a high degree of resource

efficiency and participation with stakeholders.

Capacity development of the officials of State
Wetland Authority Kerala, concerned State
Government departments, agencies, and local
communities through professional training
and hand-holding support in integrated
wetland management, water management,
biodiversity conservation, wetland inventory
and assessment, and sustainable livelihoods.

Setting up of wetland learning centre

in Kumbalathu Sankupillai Memorial
Devaswom Board (KSMDB) College as a
wetland education hub. The learning centre
will serve as a platform for awareness
generation on wetlands and enable
students to acquire skills and capacities
related to wetland management.

Component 2: Land and Water Management

Development of a water allocation plan for
the equitable distribution and management
of water resources, considering both
environmental needs and human demands to
ensure sustainable use and conservation. This
also includes the provision of an alternate
source of drinking water for Kollam City

so that the current levels of abstraction

from the wetland may be reduced.

Protection and management of the catchment
area surrounding a wetland to reduce erosion,
control runoff, and maintain water quality.

It includes implementing soil conservation
measures in 685 ha through treatment of
degraded micro-watersheds with vegetative
measures, restoring native vegetation,
managing inlet drains to prevent discharge,
desilting, and managing land use practices to
sustain the health of the wetland ecosystem.

Augmenting the waste processing

facilities of surrounding local bodies,
including upgrading existing infrastructure,
increasing processing capacity, and
implementing advanced technologies for
efficient waste management. This will

also include the construction of a sewage

Sasthamkotta Lake: An Integrated Management Action Plan for Conservation and Wise Use

treatment plant of 8 MLD in Sasthamkotta
town to improve waste treatment in the
direct drainage basin of Sasthamkotta Lake.

Component 3: Species and
Habitat Conservation

Conservation of fish and waterbird habitat
through: a) survey and mapping of fish
breeding grounds and key waterbird
habitats, b) restoration of degraded

areas, and c) community workshops

on developing and implementing

habitat management action plans.

Integration of wetland biodiversity in
People’s Biodiversity Registers (PBRs) to
enhance biodiversity management and
planning. This will include organising
workshops for the Local Self Governments
Biodiversity Management Committee and
Joint Biodiversity Management Committee
and comprehensive updation of the
biodiversity registers for each Local Self
Government around Sasthamkotta Lake.

Conducting the Asian Waterbird Census by
surveying waterbird populations, recording
data on species and their habitats, and
analysing the results to track trends

and support conservation efforts. This

will also include training volunteers to
assist with fieldwork and data collection
for the Asian Waterbird Census.

Component 4: Nature Tourism

Refurbishment of wetland interpretation
centre at Ambalakkadavu, near Sastha
Temple, to serve as a hub for wetland
outreach and nature tourism facilities.

This will include renovating the space to
create functional offices and educational
areas, installing exhibits and interactive
displays, and ensuring the facility supports
management operations and public
education on wetland conservation.

Installation of sighages in appropriate
locations to provide clear information and
guidelines for conserving Sasthamkotta
Lake and enhancing public awareness on
do’s and dont’s around the wetland.

Enhancing skills and knowledge for
promoting and managing nature tourism
through training to Wetland Mitras to serve
as nature guides and equip them with
ecological information, communication
strategies, and visitor engagement to ensure
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that they can effectively lead tours and
educate tourists about Sasthamkotta Lake.

Component 5: Wetland Livelihoods

Development of Micro-enterprise for
wetland products. This will include
training, resources, and market access
to 150-200 people, enabling them to
sustainably produce and sell items
derived from wetland resources such
as Pandanus and Bamboo, promoting
local livelihoods and conservation.

Incentivising local fishers to use
sustainable fishing nets. This will
include distributing eco-friendly nets

to around 75 fishers that minimise
environmental impact, offering financial
or material support to encourage
adoption, and educating them on the
benefits of sustainable fishing practices
to protect wetland ecosystems and
ensure long-term fishery resources.

Installation or retrofitting of septic tanks
for selected households to improve
sanitation and protect wetland water
quality. This includes assessing household
needs, coordinating installing or upgrading
septic systems, and ensuring they meet
environmental standards to prevent
contamination of nearby wetlands.

IMPLEMENTATION ARRANGEMENTS

The implementation of the Sasthamkotta
Lake Integrated Management Plan will

be overseen by a multi-tier institutional
arrangement. At the core of this arrangement
is the Sasthamkotta Wetland Management
Unit (WMU), which will be the central
authority responsible for coordinating and
executing all conservation and management
activities. The WMU will engage with

key stakeholders, including government
agencies like the Kerala Water Authority,
local communities, NGOs, and civil society
organisations, ensuring a participatory
approach to wetland conservation. A

critical element of the implementation
strategy is the Wetland Mitra Network,

an informal, voluntary group composed

of local citizens. This network will play

a key role in community engagement,

e ts,

serving as the primary means for raising
awareness, monitoring wetland activities,
and reporting issues such as pollution or
illegal encroachments. Regular stakeholder
meetings and workshops will facilitate
ongoing community involvement, while
adaptive management practices will ensure
that strategies evolve based on monitoring
and new data. This approach is designed to
foster local ownership of the conservation
efforts and ensure the sustainability

of wetland management activities.

BUDGET

The management plan implementation
will require an estimated budget of X 16.7
crores over a period of five years. Of the
total funds, 67.3% are earmarked for land
and water resource management and
21% for institutions and governance. The
components of nature tourism, species
and habitat management and livelihood
have been allocated 6.4%, 2.3%, and

3% of the funds, respectively.
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INntfroduction 1.1 BACKGROUND

Sasthamkotta Lake, located in Kunnathur Taluk of Kollam
District, is the largest freshwater lake in Kerala (Map 1.2).
Spanning 373 ha, the wetland is the principal source of water
for nearly 0.5 million people living in Kollam City and its
suburbs. Sastha Temple, from which the wetland is believed
to have got its name, is an important religious and cultural
centre for the region. The striking beauty of Sasthamkotta
Lake's placid waters surrounded by lush green hills has earned
it the distinction of ‘Queen of Lakes’. Sasthamkotta Lake was
designated a Ramsar Site in 2002, thereby underlining

the commitment of the National and State Governments

to its conservation and sustainable management.

Sasthamkotta Lake is evolving towards a marsh-dominated
stage due to frequent drying out of its lakebed. Rapid land
use intensification within the catchments, declining average
annual storage and wetland water quality, increasing spread
of macrophytes, and decline in fish species have impaired
the health of the wetland ecosystem. Waste management
practices in the shoreline grama panchayats are far from
comprehensive. The continued prevalence of these trends is
o & o only likely to adversely impact ecosystem functioning and
e © o . increase water insecurity for the dependent communities.

. . . . This management plan for Sasthamkotta Lake, prepared by

o 0 ® o - . the State Wetland Authority, Kerala, in collaboration with

R . Wetlands International South Asia, affirms the commitment
. of the State Government and stakeholders for wetlands

.« o . conservation and wise use. The management plan has

been prepared under the aegis of the Global Environment

Facility (GEF)-United Nations Environment Programme

. (UNEP)-Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

. (MoEFCC) funded Integrated Management of Wetland

e e . " Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IMWBES) project.

L ’ 1.2 MANAGEMENT TO DATE

The first management plan for Sasthamkotta Lake was drafted
in 2001 by the Centre for Water Resources Development and
Management (CWRDM) and approved for implementation

by the MoEFCC. However, only limited funding for the
implementation of the plan was provided by the MoEFCC under
the National Wetlands Conservation Programme (presently
consolidated into the National Plan for Conservation of Aquatic
Ecosystems, NPCA). The wetland, however, went through a
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prolonged dry phase in 2009-10, thus necessitating a review
of management. The revised management plan prepared by
CWRDM in 2010 was kept in abeyance. This plan was revised
in 2017 for implementation over a period of five years with a
budget of X 98.63 crore. Approval of the plan was accorded
by MoEFCC, and the funds for annual implementation

(X 59.625 lakh) were made available in 2018 under the
NPCA. Throughout the plan implementation duration, a

range of activities were implemented, including conserving
wetland catchment area through vegetative measures, the
establishment of a Wetland Inventory, Assessment and
Monitoring System (WIAMS), an in-depth study of fish diversity
within the wetland, a comprehensive bathymetry study of the
wetland’s topography, and Community Engagement and Public
Awareness (CEPA) initiatives. The catchment conservation
committee for the conservation of the wetland catchment
was constituted in 2019. The Department of Soil Survey and
Soil Conservation prepared a draft plan for Sasthamkotta
Lake catchment conservation. Unfortunately, challenges,
including a shortage of personnel and the disruptive impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic, impacted the efficiency of

plan execution. The management plan expired in 2022.

In 2021, Sasthamkotta Lake was included as a demonstration
site under the IMWBES project, and a decision to update the
plan was made. Project funds were made available for the same,
including a detailed bathymetric study of the wetland and
socio-economic surveys conducted among local communities.

MANAGEMENT PLANNING
PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

The overall purpose of management planning for Sasthamkotta
Lake is to outline a strategy and specific actions for the conser-
vation and wise use of the Ramsar Site. The management
planning process addresses the following specific objectives:

» Development of a baseline inventory of
wetland features and governing factors

» Assessment of status and trends in ecosystem components,
processes and services, and risks of adverse change

» Participatory appraisal with communities to
reflect their views, rights and capacities in
the context of integrated management

» Evaluation of sectoral plans and management
practices and identification of interlinkages and
coordination needs for integrated management

» Development of management planning framework
ensuring linkages with existing sectoral plans being
implemented by various government agencies
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Map 1.2 | Location of Sasthamkotta Lake



