
SAMAGRA Vol. 7: 201125 ISSN 0973-3906

Indigenous Agricultural Knowledge on Paddy Cultivation
in Kuttanad, Kerala

Unnikrishnan, N.

Department of Botany, S.V.R.N.S.S. College, T.P. Puram, Vazhoor, Kottayam, Kerala
email: unnikrishnan62@rediffmail.com

Abstract

Kuttanad, popularly known as the rice bowl of Kerala, is one of the largest paddy cultivating
areas of Kerala. The majority of the inhabitants of this area were farmers and agricultural labourers.
This study aims to document their traditional system of package of practices for paddy cultivation
which were eco-friendly and in harmony with nature.

Introduction

Kuttanad is one of the largest wetland
ecosystems of Kerala and is the major rice-
growing area of the state. This area consists of
the Vembanad Lake, vast paddy fields, canals and
palm groves. This wetland spreads out in three
districts, Alapuzha, Kottayam and Pathanamthitta.
Four major rivers of Kerala drain to the Vembanad
Lake and a large portion of land of Kuttanad is
formed from river silt. Other areas were reclaimed
from the lake for paddy cultivation (John, 1980).
The soil of Kuttanand is highly fertile and suitable
for the cultivation of rice. The total area of paddy
fields in this belt is approximately 40000 hec.

The major inhabitants of Kuttanad are farmers
and agricultural labourers. Their life and culture
are very much associated with paddy cultivation.
They have their own traditional methods and a
package of practices for rice cultivation.

Indigenous paddy varieties were used for
cultivation. Chempavu, Kallada, Athikkira,
Kochuvithu, Cheruvirippu, Cheradi, Kolappala,
etc were some of the important local rice cultivars
of Kuttanad. These varieties are pest and disease
resistant and suitable for cultivation in water
logged conditions. The variety Kolappala was a
flood resistant one and used for cultivation during
rainy season. The panicles were produced above
water and country boats were used for harvesting
the grains. Now all the indigenous varieties are
replaced by hybrid varieties.

Extreme care was given for preparing seed
stock for sowing. Seeds are collected from healthy
fields and harvested separately. There was a

standard method for drying the seeds. It was done
in large mats made of Thazhapaya, processed
screw pine leaves (Pandanus odorifer). The seeds
were spread on the mat in ridges and furrows
fashion. It was done by a wooden implement
called vithetti (Fig.1). There was continuous

Fig.1  Vithetti

mixing of seeds with this implement for uniform
and gradual drying. The seeds were dried in sun
and also exposed to mist. The dryness of the seeds
was tested by observing the peculiar shape of the
scutellum. When it attains a needle shape
(Soochipparuvam), the grains were stored in large
wooden boxes (Pathazham). Now these
traditional methods have almost disappeared.
Farmers get hybrid seeds from other sources. The
screw pine leaf mats are replaced by plastic
sheets.

In early days paddy cultivation was done only
in alternate years (Pazhanilam krishi). Later it
was changed to annual pattern. In some places
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there are two crops in a year. Earlier traditional
methods were natural way of retaining soil
fertility. The river silt deposited during the flood
was the only fertilizer in the paddy fields of
Kuttanad.

The preparation for paddy cultivation was
begun on the 1st of Chingam (Malayalam month).
It was just after the monsoon floods. The first
work was the construction or repair of the outer
bunds (Puravelikthu) and was started on first of
Chingom.

Coconut trunks (Kutti) were piled in parallel rows
and fenced with bamboo screens (Chetta). The
inner portion was filled with clay which was taken
from the lake. Leaves, twigs and coconut leaves
were also put along with clay. The workers
stamped their feet to make the bund even and tight
(Kamalasanan, 1993, 2005). Hence, a dyke was
formed around the paddy field. This bund
protected the crop from the intrusion of lake
water. The construction of bunds around paddy
fields was a Herculean task which required a lot
of man power and expertise. Agricultural
labourers who were experts in this work used their
traditional technology to build the bunds. Regular
repair and maintenance of the dykes were very
essential.

The inner region of the dyke was drained
using water wheels in olden days and with motor
pumps later. Then small dykes were made using
clay and leafy twigs to divide the large area into
paddy fields. Large bundles of leaves and twigs
were used for the construction of dykes and were
supplied by contractors. The outer bunds were
further strengthened by planting coconut trees.
Now this type of traditional bund construction
has completely disappeared. In most of the places
rubble-work is done to construct permanent walls
around the paddy fields.

There were different methods for preparation
of paddy fields for cultivation. In certain areas
ploughing was done just after harvest which was
called podiyiluzhavu. Buffaloes were used for
ploughing in Kuttanad (Fig.2 & 3). Then the field
was irrigated and ploughing was done again. This
area remained under water until the next season.
River silt was deposited in the paddy fields during

Fig.2  Buffaloes for field preparation

flood. No further preparation of the field was
essential. At the time of cultivation approximately
one foot of water was retained in the field and
the seeds were broadcasted directly.

In another traditional method, the paddy field
was first ploughed using wooden plough. Then
the area was filled with water and drained to
remove the soil acidity. Again, the field was
ploughed and the soil was puddle by women
labourers. It was another traditional way of
preparing the field and the labourers did it with
their fingers (Vara). This made ridges and furrows
in the soil which helps to fix the broadcasted seeds
in soil. During this process, the weeds were
collected and immersed in clay. This might
provide organic matter to the soil.

Sprouted seeds were used for sowing. For
this, the seeds were packed in bags made of
processed screw pine leaves (Vithuvatti). Then
the bags were soaked in water for 12 hours and

Fig.3  Ploughing implement
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then taken out and kept for sprouting. The bags
provided sufficient moisture, temperature and
aeration for uniform germination. Soaking of
seeds was also done in country boats. Sufficient
water were added in the boat and the seeds were
soaked in it. After 12 hours, the seeds were heaped
on land and covered for germination.

In earlier days, there was no application of
manure in the paddy fields. The soil of Kuttanad
was highly fertile due to the deposit of river silt
and organic matter reaching from the Western
Ghats during monsoon. The traditional paddy
cultivation was totally dependent on soil fertility.
Then later the application of cow dung, green
manure and ash was started. The indigenous
paddy cultivation was purely organic.

Sowing of seeds was done by expert
labourers. In many places it was done in water.
The traditional varieties such as Chempavu and
Kolappala were water tolerant. If there was excess
growth of weeds in the early stages of paddy
growth farmers filled their fields with water. The
weeds which were not able to thrive under water
decayed. After 5-7 days the water was drained
and the paddy plants were exposed. This was a
traditional method of removing weeds.

Water regulation was done by the help of
wooden water wheels (Chakram) (Fig. 4). They
were of different sizes like wheels with 8 leaves,
12 leaves, 24 leaves etc. This was a traditional
agricultural implement of Kuttanad and were used
for irrigation and draining water from paddy
fields. Water taken into the paddy fields from lake
using a pipe made of coconut trunk (Thoompu).

There was a net work of canals in the paddy fields
for proper drainage.

Pest attack and diseases were very rare in
the past. If attack of caterpillar was there the
farmers used an implement to remove them. The
implement is called puzhukotta (Caterpillar
basket) (Fig. 5). If there is a severe attack, they
used a broomstick to knock them off. In some

Fig. 4  Water wheel

places to control severe attack of caterpillar ducks
were used as biological control. The farmer
considered the remaining of the tillers eaten by
caterpillars as the best ones. What was left after
by the caterpillar was called golden tiller
(Puzhukutti ponkutti). They regenerated to give
maximum yield. Now all these traditional
practices disappeared from Kuttanad. There are
no water wheels. Tones of chemical fertilizer and
chemical pesticides are being used in the fields
and the entire ecosystem is polluted.

Paddy was harvested by cutting the plants using
sickle. The tillers were made to small bundles
(Katta) and taken to the threshing place
(Methikalam). Threshing was done by feet and
the grains were collected and heaped. Then it was
filled in baskets and winnowed. Bamboo baskets
were used for winnowing.

The harvest was measured by using different
types of traditional measuring devices. Para
(wooden measuring device) was the largest one
and one para is almost equivalent to 6 kg. Other
smaller measuring devices were Changazhi and
Nazhi; both made of wood. Remuneration for all
agricultural activities was given in the form of
grains.

Fig. 5   Puzhukotta (Caterpillar basket)
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The grains were dried and stored in large
wooden structures called Pathazham or Ara (Fig.
7). The hay was also dried and kept in hayloft.
There was a traditional way of making haystack
around coconut trunks or poles which was called
Kachithuru.

The farmers and labourers considered the
paddy cultivation and associated activities as
sacred. A spiritual status was given because it was
their food and life. Major agricultural activities
were started on auspicious days in presence of
Nirapara (wooden measuring vessel flowing with
paddy) and Nilavilakku (the holy lamp). These
are the symbols of good yield and prosperity.
Poojas and prayers were offered to deity on such
occasions for protection of crop from natural
calamities and also for maximum yield.
(Rammohan, 2006).

All the traditional agricultural practices of
Kuttanad gradually disappeared when intensive
cultivation using hybrid varieties was started.
Tons and tons of chemical fertilizers and
poisonous pesticides applied to this wetland
polluted the entire ecosystem. Many species of
aquatic life became extinct. The traditional
agricultural practices were eco-friendly and were
in harmony with nature. Today the indigenous
knowledge on paddy cultivation is very relevant
because it is based on the conservation of nature

and sustainable utilization of its resources. The
revival of the indigenous knowledge systems is
the only way out from modern environmental
problems.
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Fig. 6   Para, Changazhi, Nazhi (Measuring
devices)

Fig. 7  Barn (Pathazham)


