
Tidal Error 
How NCSCM Got Tamil Nadu’s High Tide 
Line Wrong.  

THE COASTAL RESOURCE CENTRE - APRIL 2017 �1

APRIL 2017  

THE COASTAL RESOURCE CENTRE 
92, 3rd Cross Street
Thiruvalluvar Nagar

Besant Nagar
Chennai 600090



Introduction
In 1991, the Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) Notification was introduced under the 

Environmental  Protection  act  of  1986  to  regulate  activities  on  the  coast  and  protect 
ecologically sensitive areas.  Three lines, namely the Low Tide Line (LTL), High Tide Line 
(HTL) and the line 500m from the HTL demarcated CRZ Areas.  This  notification was 
replaced in 2011, and the amended notification included territorial waters up to the 12 
nautical miles and other tidal influenced water bodies as Coastal Regulation Zones. CRZ 
Notification 2011 also called for a demarcation of a uniform High Tide Line (HTL) along 
the  coast  of  India,  and  for  this  new  HTL  to  be  used  to  prepare  a  Coastal  Zone 
Management Plan (CZMP) for each state.

In 2013, a draft coastal zone management plan for Tamil Nadu was prepared using 
the  HTL demarcated by  Institute  of  Remote  Sensing,  Anna University.  This  was  then 
released for public consultation.  However, the 2013 Draft CZMP was never finalised for a 
variety of reasons. 

In 2014, a High Level Committee under the chairmanship of T.S.R Subramanian was 
constituted  to  review  various  environmental  laws  and  bring  them  in  line  with 
development priorities of the Government. Among other things, the TSR Subramanian 
committee noted that : 

The MoEF&CC must appoint a technical agency to demarcate a new unambiguous 
HTL that can be used to facilitate development. The Committee's report was rejected by 
the Parliamentary Standing Committee citing that some recommendations “would result 
in an unacceptable dilution of  the existing legal  and policy architecture established to 
protect our environment”. In 2016, the Shailesh Nayak Committee set up to review the 
CRZ  Notification  2011  repeated  the  recommendation  of  the  T.S.R.  Subramanian 
Committee calling for a new HTL and delegated the responsibility of demarcating the 
HTL for the entire Indian coast to National Centre for Sustainable Coastal Management 
(NCSCM) using Ortho Imageries of the Survey of India. 

In its meeting of 24 May, 2016, the National Coastal Zone Management Authority 
noted that the demarcation of the HTL by NCSCM was complete and that the same had 
been submitted to the MoEF for 8 states including Tamil Nadu.
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An RTI Application to the NCZMA seeking copies of the new HTL was forwarded to 
the  NCSCM  who  responded  demanding  a  total  of  Rs.  2,46,39,000  for  providing  the 
information.  When  this  response  was  appealed,  the  appellate  authority  upheld  their 
stance citing that disclosing data such as HTL would prejudicially affect the scientific and 
economic interest of NCSCM, as they are involved in many consultancy services. They 
claimed the HTL is the foundation data set with which NCSCM carries out consultancy 
projects  and  disclosing  this  would  affect  their  economic  interest.  This  data  was  later 
accessed through RTI from the Tamil Nadu State Coastal Zone Management Authority. 

Public scrutiny of such foundation data sets is critical as this forms the basis of the 
CZMP.   An inaccurate HTL can result in a flawed CZMP, and throw open ecologically 
sensitive areas for development

The HTL data for Tamil Nadu was verified by ground-truthing at a few locations 
where prima facie discrepancies were evident. The verification revealed that the High Tide 
Line is erroneous and cannot be relied upon for preparation of Tamil Nadu's CZMP. A 
more thorough ground-truthing is required to identify the full extent of the inaccuracies 
with the HTL demarcation. Also, the absence of information about the methodology used 
to demarcate the HTL hampered a more comprehensive verification. In the next section, 
four cases involving three kinds of errors are presented to highlight the unreliability of the 
HTL demarcation by NCSCM.
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Case Study and Analysis

Attempt to Create ‘Developable’ Land from Tidal Influenced Waterbodies

In two areas a) Karungali, in Thiruvallur District and b) Yedaiyanthittu Kazhuveli in 
Kanchipuram/Villupuram Districts, the HTL has been moved several feet into the water 
body, reducing the area of the water body deemed protected by the CRZ Notification 2011.  

In  both  areas,  it  was  noted  that  the  areas  left  out  of  the  HTL demarcation  are 
saltpans, both operational and abandoned. The NCSCM's demarcation opens up close to 
888 Acres of  tidal wetlands such as saltpans and mud flats as developable real estate. 
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Figure 1 : Map Demarcating the High Tide Line prepared by NCSCM ( Yellow) and 
Institute of Remote Sensing (Red). 
It can be noticed that the NCSCM’s high tide line has been moved several feet into 
the waterbody, deeming the salt pans as being outside of tidal influence. 
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Figure 2 : Map Demarcating the High Tide Line prepared by NCSCM ( Yellow) and 
Institute of Remote Sensing (Red). 
It can be noticed that the NCSCM’s high tide line in the arm of the water body on 
the right has been moved several feet into the waterbody, deeming the wetlands as 
being outside of tidal influence. 



Arbitrary demarcation of Tidal Influence in Rivers: 

In the case of the Adyar River in Chennai, man made structures such as bridges 
demarcate tidal influence. According to the NCSCMs HTL, the CRZ limits of Adyar creek 
stops with the first causeway that the river's backwaters on north of the river mouth. It 
appears that the HTL demarcation has not been subjected to ground-truthing. 
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Figure 3 : Map Demarcating the High Tide Line prepared by NCSCM ( Yellow) and 
Institute of Remote Sensing (Red). 
It can be noticed that the NCSCM’s high tide line stops with the first causeway 
bridge that passes the river. The arrow 



Obliterating evidences of past violations: 

NCSCM fails to demarcate HTL for arms of the rivers and creeks that have been 
encroached  upon  through  licensed  and  unlicensed  constructions.  Because  no  on-the-
ground  checking  has  been  done,  the  current  demarcation  effectively  obliterates  past 
violations, and robbing citizens the benefit of corrective regulatory action on the offence 
and  the  offenders.    In  the  case  of  the  Ennore  Creek,  according  to  NCSCMs  HTL a 
mangrove-fringed  stream  of  the  creek  that  has  now  been  concretized  by  Hindustan 
Petroleum Corporation Limited does not have an HTL. This erases all evidences of water-
spread areas, thereby legitimizing HPCL’s presence. 
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Conclusion

Thousands of fisherfolk along the coast of India are facing threats to livelihood and 
living spaces from various sectors targeting the coast. A robust plan to manage such a 
contested  space  is  needed to  secure  the  lives  and livelihoods  of  artisanal  fishers  and 
protect  ecologically  sensitive  areas.  In  order  to  achieve  this,  three  action  points  are 
suggested 

•Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate change must immediately call for a 
complete scientific revalidation of the HTL prepared by NCSCM by conducting extensive 
ground truthing and community consultations 

•HTL prepared by NCSCM in this form must be declared invalid and instructions 
be passed to all states to pause using this data for preparation of CZMP 

•No project be considered for CRZ Clearance at the state and/or central level until 
the finalization of a Coastal Zone Management Plan following the guidelines issued in the 
CRZ 2011 using an accurate, validated HTL.
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