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Undesirable weeds 
by K. N. Panicker & Vijai Dhanda 

Between the Vembanad Lake 
and the Arabian Sea, in 
southern India, lies the 

Shertallai region of Kerala. There, the 
high ground water table forms 
innumerable ponds, canals and 
channels, which for long were the 
only means of transport. With the 
advent of main roads they fell into 
disuse, allowing aquatic plants to 
thrive uncontrolled and providing 
ideal breeding sites for the mosquito 
vectors of filariasis. 

People were by and large not very 
aware of health; they had accepted the 
disease as a sort of natural 
phenomenon brought about by fate. 
Control attempts kept on failing until 
1986, when the Vector Control 
Research Centre in Pondicherry 
identified community participation as 
the key to successful control and 
introduced a strategy offering 
incentives to people to take part 
directly in filariasis control. 

The aquatic plants had not been 
considered as useless weeds. People 
would even grow them in ponds near 
their houses to use them as manure for 
their coconut plantations; they also 
believed that they kept the water cool. 

Gradually, people were persuaded 
to destroy the weeds in their ponds 
and to rear fish instead, a fast-growing 
species which would not only feed on 
the weeds but would also be edible 
and could generate extra income. 
Fingerlings - baby fish - were 
provided free to people who expressed 
an interest. 

People living in a filariasis
endemic area of Kerala, India, 
were persuaded to rear a 
certain species of fish which 
destroyed weeds where the 
mosquito vectors of filariasis 
were breeding; the fish also 
provided extra food and 
mcome. 

Impressed by the success of this 
programme, the National Bank for 
Agriculture and Rural Development 
decided to take it over and offered 
loans to farmers wishing to make 
economic use of weed-infested ponds. 
An amount equivalent to about 
US$ 380 000 was made available in 
1989-91. Inland fisheries soon 
appeared in the area. To replace the 
weeds as a source of manure, a 
nitrogen-fixing plant was introduced 
and grown under coconut trees. This 
green manure programme spread 
extensively in the Shertallai region. 

A filariasis clinic was set up to 
serve people chronically infected with 
the disease, and care was also 
provided at regular health camps in 
remote areas. These camps conducted 
screening, provided drugs for filariasis 
and handled minor ailments. Before 
long, six voluntary groups were 
undertaking activities to eliminate 
filariasis from the region and improve 
the economy. They merged into the 
Filariasis Control Movement, which 
now encompasses more than 80 
organizations with a membership of 
over 8000 - equivalent to one in every 
household in the area. 

Fish help to keep down undesirable weeds 
and are a source of food and income. 
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The proportion of mosquitos 
carrying filariallarvae has now 
declined to almost zero in the 
operational area, suggesting an 
effective interruption in transmission. 
Outside the area, by contrast, 
transmission remains high. As for 
chronic filariasis, its decline is not yet 
very noticeable, because the process is 
a prolonged one, but there is no doubt 
that its eventual elimination will bring 
brighter economic opportunities to the 
region and improve the people's 
welfare. • 
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