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INTRODUCTION 

radition has always had some very 

important ways for production rather 

than the more scientific present 

methods. Just like any other arena, fish culture 

practices have also witnessed much drastic 

advancement over these years. Still in many 

parts of the country traditional practices are in 

vogue. One among such important culture 

practice is Pokkali culture, practiced mainly 

along the coastal belt of Central Kerala. This is 

a suitable exemplary of Agri-aqua integration 

and is moreover an eco-friendly practice. With 

a total saline area of around 26,400 ha, the state 

has immense scope for this cultivation practice. 

Out of the total 26,400 ha, Ernakulam district 

holds 20,000 ha, Alappuzha has 3000 ha, 
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ABSTRACT 
The fields of Pokkali are unique in terms of its ecological and economic role. The ancient 
society has always vested in nature for their survival in terms of food and goodness; hence 
the culture practices back then were sustainable. But unfortunately, with the rising pressure 
of population and also due to the over exploitation of natural resources, the natural way of 
cultivation has got replaced with practices harming nature using science and technology. 
This has to be stopped for ensuring sustenance and thus comes the importance of traditional 
integrated culture practices like Pokkali in the present scenario. The Pokkali fields are highly 
nutritive with paddy and prawn as alternate crops. The system encompasses within itself 
huge biodiversity and therefore its significance is important. A detailed study of the different 
aspects of the culture practice will therefore be highlighted the content of this article. 
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Kannur with 2000 ha while the rest 1400 ha is 

lying within all other districts together (Nair et 

al., 2010). Traditional salt tolerant and tall 

variety of rice named Pokkali were cultivated 

during the rainy season from May-June to 

September- October. Further, from November- 

April, shrimp filtration occurs, where shrimp is 

let into a holding system during high tide. When 

the level of water outside equals the level 

inside, the sluice gate closes trapping valuable 

fish and shrimp species inside. This system 

essentially works symbiotically with paddy 

field providing space and food for growth of 

juvenile fish and shrimp while in return, the 

excreta provide nutrients for ensuring proper 

paddy growth. Thus, the system has to be more 

popularised and given more consideration. 

Hence, this article is relevant to the current 

scenario where the system itself is losing its 

foot space. 

What is Pokkali Cultivation? 

This is a natural system of cultivation which 

relies upon monsoons and sea tides and this 

traditional system of rice cultivation has to be 

conserved as an agricultural heritage of Kerala 

for many reasons like having high market value 

and immense medicinal properties apart from 

being a chemical free culture practice. 

Moreover, Pokkali fields are highly fertile, so 

manuring also is neither required nor essential. 

The major environmental concerns of loss of 

biodiversity, over exploitation of natural 

resources and coastal degradation are not 

present in this system. It is an age-old rotational 

rice-shrimp cultivation system, practiced 

mainly in the coastal regions of Ernakulam, 

Alappuzha and Thrissur districts bordering 

Arabian Sea in Kerala. It is practiced in Pokkali 

tracts during low saline phase whereas prawn 

cultivation is done during high saline phase 

(Fig: 1 and 2). 

 
Fig 1: Pokkali Field 

 
Fig 2: Pokkali System 

Procedure for Setting up of Pokkali 

Cultivation  

The preparatory steps in rice cultivation of 

Pokkali system starts in the month of May. The 

work starts with raising bunds followed by 

making mounds of 1 m² base and 50 cm height. 

Mounds are further dried by preventing water 

entry into the fields. With the advent of south 

west monsoon, salts and toxic elements are 

washed and drained away from the mounds. On 

these mounds, sprouted Pokkali seeds are sown, 

which are prepared by tightly encasing them in 

coconut leaf basket with an inside lining of 

banana or teak leaves and soaking in freshwater 

for 12 to 15 hours. After one month, the mounds 

are levelled off and the seedlings spread 

uniformly in the field. The seedlings grow at a 

quicker pace and get established in the field and 

withstand floods that follow. The crop gets 

ready for harvest within 4 months and 

harvesting is mainly done using boats (Fig: 3 

and 4) (Ashamol et al., 2014). 
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Fig 3: Spreading Pokkali Seedlings on Field 

 
Fig 4: Pokkali Harvesting 

The Components of Pokkali Cultivation 

Pokkali cultivation is an epitome of climate 

smart cultivation as the crop can successfully 

resist seawater and combat therefore climate 

change issues like sea level rise. The crop can 

diversify both in fresh and saline water and 

hence has a great future. The rice variety 

involved has been awarded the status of 

registered Geographical Indication (GI) in the 

year 2008, but is cultivated in a mere 1,500 ha 

now as against 20,000 ha 30 years ago 

(Chandramohanan & Mohanan, 2011). It is pest 

and disease resistant and is considered as the 

strongest rice variety, able to survive high 

salinity and acidity in marshy areas bordering 

sea. The Pokkali rice grow upto two metre to 

survive the water-logged condition, but once 

matured they lean backwards and collapse. 

Other varieties which are being used include 

Chettivirippu, Vyttila 1, and Vyttila 2. The 

shrimp species spectrum of Pokkali includes P. 

indicus, P. monodon, M. dobsoni, M. 

monoceros. Their size composition varies from 

catch to catch due to their constant immigration 

and regular fishing, thereby making it difficult 

to estimate their growth rate from these fields, 

rich for growing rice and shrimp (Pillai, 2003). 

Shrimp Culture in Pokkali System 

The juvenile shrimp are guided into the Pokkali 

fields by means of water channels having a head 

at its sluice gates and these gates prevent them 

from moving out. This is known as shrimp 

culture filtration, and locally known as 

“Chemmeenkettu” in Pokkali fields. If stocked 

with white prawn (Naran), it has to be harvested 

after 70 days of stocking post-larvae whereas if 

tiger prawn is stocked it has to be harvested 

after 90 days. The sluice gates are important in 

prawn farming in maintaining the inflow and 

out flow of water throughout the farming 

season and these are maintained in such a way 

as to provide maximum entry of saline water 

into the fields and preventing the escape of fish 

from the field while maintaining maximum 

water exchange (Pillai, 2003).  

Harvesting of Shrimp from Pokkali Fields 

The harvesting coincides normally at the time 

of low tides. The prawns and fish are caught in 

the sluice nets locally known as 

“thoombuvala”. Until the middle of April, 

shrimp are harvested especially 2-3 days before 

the new and full moon days, as tidal activity has 

an impact on the movement of shrimp. 

Why Pokkali Fields are Vanishing?  

The total area under Pokkali depleted from 

25,000 to mere 8,500 ha of which only 5,500 ha 

is under rice cultivation and the rest is either left 

fallow or used for shrimp farming for the last 

few decades (Shamna and Vasantha, 2017). The 

farmers out of their greed have started 

focussing alone in shrimp cultivation rather 

than mixed culture for meeting the global 

shrimp demand. This has left the fields over 

salinized. Also, it is to explain that since the 

saline water was kept stagnated for a longer 

time, the underground freshwater resource also 

started depleting leaving the population in great 
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trouble. Seed shortage is yet another problem 

faced by the Pokkali farmers, which aggravated 

with the recurring floods and droughts which 

affected the state. A massive drought followed 

the devastating flood and the lack of enough 

rain to wash out salinity in the Pokkali fields 

delayed the sowing process. Unpredictable 

monsoons and higher temperatures enhanced 

the rate of devastation in these regional fields. 

In addition, the conversion of Pokkali fields for 

other purposes like roads, residential areas have 

also brought in destruction. Further in extent to 

the above-mentioned reasons for the depletion 

of Pokkali cultivable area, the Vallarpadam 

Terminal destroys the natural flow of tidal 

waves into the Pokkali fields. The real estate 

mafia is also forcing the farmers to sell their 

land for urbanisation and modern settlement. 

This ravages the situation more. Planning and 

construction of spillways for more rice 

production in Kuttanad area was not done in a 

planned manner resulting in environmental 

problems and socio-economic disasters. From a 

study it was found that due to unavailability of 

farm hands for harvesting, reluctance of labour 

to work in Pokkali fields, lack of 

mechanization, deteriorating soil and water 

quality, preference of youth towards other 

trades were found as the major reasons towards 

farmers opting for monoculture of shrimp or 

leaving the farm land fallow. Infestation of 

weeds, pollution and attack by the bird ‘Purple 

Moorhen’ were other reasons. Therefore, in 

order to protect the culture practice from 

extinction, suitable intervention from 

government bodies, NGO’s, private companies, 

extension workers, research personnel etc. are 

highly recommended. They must take quick 

remedial measures to save this unique practice 

in the Central part districts of Kerala (Ranjith et 

al., 2018). 

Advancements In Pokkali System 

Most traditional practices are sustainable but 

may not be economical always. So 

improvisation is necessary to make them both. 

Here a group of scientists have tried a new 

approach in Pokkali cultivation. A 

simultaneous cultivation of paddy with fish was 

experimented in the coastal paddy fields at the 

brackishwater farm of College of Fisheries, 

Kochi with Oreochromis mossambicus and 

Etroplus suratensis and the rice variety as 

Vyttila IV for increased production as a proper 

euryhaline species can be a good alternative for 

shrimp in Pokkali fields.  The results were 

indeed fruitful and hence there is scope of this 

technique in the future but only after crucial 

check and multiple trials (Nair et al., 2010). 

CONCLUSION 

The farming technique suffers many constraints 

like lack of farm labour, absence or/and shifting 

of seasonal rain etc, but in spite of all 

hindrances, Pokkali cultivation must be 

promulgated and need to be heavily promoted 

to ensure ecosystem health. The practice 

reduces greenhouse gas emissions by reducing 

methane production at the same time it ensures 

farmers with better profit in comparison to 

other techniques. Thus before getting affected 

severely by the negative influences, it is high 

time to protect the traditional practices for a 

better tomorrow. Pokkali cultivation is one such 

that needs to be sustained in the nature for its 

balance as well as for the better and sustainable 

use for the human race.  
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