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With deep gratitude to my Alma mater

K.T.Vijayamadhavan
Professor of Zoology (Retired)

(Calicut, Kerala State, India)

The inspiration to write this was the 37th issue of the News
Letter, March 2006. The articles written about my alma
mater by the visiting scholars from all over the world, filled
me with nostalgia and a unique sense of pride. 1 am no
visiting scholar of any repute like the many reported in the
News Letter, but a simple “ Monbusho” scholar who did
Doctoral studies in the Department of Fisheries, Faculty of
Agriculture under the guidance of Professor Tamotsu Iwai
during the period 1971 to 1974. I am past 70 years of age and
so to say, surviving on medicines!!! So I thought I should
take this opportunity to pay my humble obeisance and deep
gratitude to my alma mater, which still evokes fond memo-
ries.

While in Kyoto University my topic of research was “The
effects of heavy metals on the taste buds (chemo receptors) of
gold fish and sea-catfish”. At that point of time, my impres-
sion was that the catastrophic consequences of toxic pollut-
ants like mercury, cadmium, lead and so on and fatal diseases
like Minamata disease, Itai-itai, etc., were confined to indus-
trialized nations like United States of America, Canada,
Britain, Japan and such other countries. I was under the false
illusion that poverty was a graver problem than pollution in a
developing country like mine, which was in the incipient
stages of industrial development. Therefore, I was under the
misconception that my studies were more of theoretical
relevance than of practical significance. Little did I realize
that the problems of industrial pollution were more acute and
severe in my country than in developed nations, because the
priority of pollution-abatement strategies were relegated for
the sake of economic viability by the industries and there was
callous neglect of environmental hazards due to lack of
public awareness.

Soon after I returned to Calicut, Kerala State (where I used
to teach), I was somehow drawn into a public controversy on
industrial pollution. People living in villages in and around a
small industrial township called Mavoor, who were undergo-
ing untold misery due to the adverse impact of pollution, had
started a public agitation against the polluting industry. As
usual, the industry indulged in evasive strategies instead of
mitigating pollution and raised the slogan “Poverty or
Pollution? Which is more important in economic develop-
ment?”. The debate blew up into a controversy.

Mavoor, is a small rustic town located 20 km east of Calicut
city and on the northern bank of a perennial river called
Chaliyar. Close to the bank of Chaliyar was located a huge
sprawling factory named Gwalior Rayons (later renamed as
Grasim) which was manufacturing Rayon-grade pulp from
bamboo and wood, as also Rayon fibers. The factory was
pumping it’s inadequately treated.(initially raw) effluents into
the Chaliyar close to the factory-site. The point of discharge

of effluents was located about 20 km upstream of the river-
mouth at Beypore, and, therefore, the entire stretch of the river
downstream of the factory used to be heavily polluted. The
river-water was rendered unfit for any human use including
irrigation, fishing, shell-picking (bivalves), sand-mining,
plying of boats, transport of timber-logs and such other
purposes. Consequently, the agrarian economy of the region
was crippled and the livelihood of the riparian population
along the river-banks was adversely affected as the traditional
rural occupations were disrupted. To add to the woes of local
people, the factory was also liberally emitting noxious gases
like sulphur dioxide, carbon-disulphide, hydrogen sulphide,
apart from many pollutants contained in heavy smoke.
Mavoor, being a bowl like area surrounded by verdant
hillocks, the emissions stagnated in the valley and affected
the people, especially those living on the slopes of hillocks.
Respiratory diseases became rampant among the villagers and
the incidence of cancer was on the rise. It was the cruel
onslaught of suffering and misery caused by pollution that
triggered the agitation against the industrial establishment,
which was posing a serious threat to human life and rural
economy.

In 1974 when I returned here from Kyoto, not many people
in this region had scientific knowledge on the impact of
pollutants, methods of analysis and assessment of the level of
pollution or pollution-abatement technologies. With the help
of a team of colleagues we formed a study group on pollution
under the banner of an N.G.O. named Kerala Sasthra Sahitya
Parishad (KSSP) and later Society for the Protection of
Environment, Kerala (SPEK). I was, therefore, able to utilize
my background knowledge gained from Kyoto University, to
organize a socio-economic survey and initiate a scientific
study on the problem. The preliminary studies took about
three years to complete-- from 1976 to 1979. With the aid of a
team of Medical experts, we were able to scrutinize and
confirm the veracity of the health data collected through the
socio-economic surveys conducted during this period. By
then, we had also collected scientific data on the levels of
Water and Air pollution, as also the nature of pollutants. The
results of these preliminary studies were published in a
booklet titled “ Dying Village (1979) which made not only
people in this State, but even the entire country aware of the
gravity of an industrial pollution problem.. The booklet had
also suggested some pollution-abatement strategies to mitigate
the severity of pollution. On behalf of the people, the matter
was taken up with the Government of Kerala State, as also the
Parliament of Government of India, for redress of grievances.
The matter was taken up seriously by both Governments.
Eventually, the company was advised to implement
Pollution—abatement technologies in compliance with
Environmental laws of the country by the Central and State
Pollution Control Boards, within a specified period of time.
Under pressure from the Boards and public outcry, the
Company found it wiser to close down the factory under the
guise of economic viability! And, thus a giant industry was
closed for ever in July 2001. This is perhaps the first instance
in India, where a factory was forced to close down under the
pressure of public agitation against environmental pollution.
As everybody knows, this country has recorded the saddest
and cruelest industrial pollution tragedy (or is it “industrial
genocide™?) in human history,

On December 2,1984, methyl isocyanate leaked from the




multinational Union Carbide factory located in Bhopal,
Madhya Pradesh, killing thousands at one stroke and maim-
ing tens of thousands of residents with incurable diseases!

I described this story in detail to inform you that my studies
in Kyoto University has been an invaluable asset in stimulat-
ing social awareness on the consequences of environmental
pollution among the people of this region. Today, even the
local villagers are well-informed on the consequences of
industrial pollution like Minamata disease, Itai-itai and so on
and know that during the process of industrial development,
the evil of pollution should be nipped in the bud itself. That
certainly has been a prudent lesson from Japan — that human
life is the most precious asset!!!

Another memorable incident which happened during my
tenure as a “Monbusho” scholar can never be erased from my
mind. It was indeed a unique privilege to live in an interna-
tional community and intimately mingle with students hailing
from more than thirty nations. The bonds of friendship and
sentiments of universal brotherhood this intimacy evokes
cannot be described but only experienced ! After completing
the six-month Japanese language course at GaiDai, Osaka,
three of us had decided to travel together to Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. We had become close friends during our stay in
Osaka and my friends were Mr.Abdul Razzak from Iraq and
Mr. Muhammed Shaikh from Pakistan. It was just before the
planned trip that the Bangladesh war started between India
and Pakistan and the two countries became enemies.
However, all three of us thought that we should not forsake
our plan to pay our humble homage to the innocent victims of
a nuclear holocaust triggered by Second World war. Our first
stop-over was at Hiroshima, the city that has re-emerged like
a Phoenix from the ashes of atomic warfare. The magnitude
of the human catastrophe caused by the Atom bomb, as
evidenced through the exhibits in the Museum, was appalling.
We prayed at the Peace Memorial for human prudence and
sanity. From Hiroshima, we traveled to Fukuoka, where we
stayed overnight before moving to Nagasaki. Messrs. Razzak
and Shaikh were to join the Kyushu University for further
studies and wanted to meet their respective Professors next
morning. When we landed at Fukuoka, we were met by a few
students from the University who had come to greet the
new-comers.

When we introduced ourselves to these Japanese friends as
“ Razzak from Iraq ”, “Shaik from Pakistan” and “ Vijay
from Indo” they looked stunned and gazed at the faces of

Shaik and me with astonishment! We were surprised by their
queer expressions and so asked them why? “Are you not
enemies?” one of them blurted ! We were flabbergasted for a
moment because we had forgotten about the Indo-Pak war,
which was waning! We quickly regained our composure and
responded “That is why we are on a pilgrimage to pray for and
pay our homage to the innocent victims of war ”! By the time
we visited the scenic city of Nagasaki, the question posed by
the Japanese friends had unleashed a flood of thoughts against
the brutal acts of crime and devastation perpetrated in the
name of wars. The ultimate futility of the conquests was
exasperating! I came back convinced that in a fast shrinking
world, the first priority should be to weave a web of universal
humanitarianism by strengthening the bonds of love and good
will, and thereby annihilate the forces of hatred and evil.

My study in Japan has, therefore, been a fruitful endeavour.
It has equipped me to be not only aware but generate social
awareness in my community against the atrocities perpetrated
against environment and humanity in general. Nature has to
protected with utmost concern and care as a precious heritage
in order to safeguard the welfare and prosperity of future
generations.

May I take this opportunity to express my debt of deep
gratitude to my alma mater, my “senseis”, my colleagues and
my friends in Kyoto who infused me with a rich perspective
and meaning of life. Thank you!
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