
The death of eucalyptus
trees, en masse, is being re-
ported around Udhagaman-
dalam town and parts of the
Nilgiris, threatening the live-
lihoods of hundreds of peo-
ple who rely on them, and al-
so causing concern among
conservationists.

The eucalyptus, which is
an invasive species of fl��ora,
was planted in large num-
bers by the British in the
areas surrounding Udhaga-
mandalam town and across
the Nilgiris. The leaves of the
tree are gathered and used
to produce eucalyptus oil by
hundreds of daily wage
workers every day, mostly
women, who hand them in
to eucalyptus oil distilleries. 

The workers have been
noticing the mass death of
the trees over the last year,
which they say is character-
ised by the trees dying from
the “top-down,” with the top
branches fi��rst being aff��ected,
and the tree slowly wither-
ing away. Conservationists
believe that the death of the
trees are a typical sign of
“forest dieback,” defi��ned as
accelerated tree mortality in

any given area, character-
ised by the woody extremi-
ties of the trees fi��rst being af-
fected and gradually
spreading to the tree and re-
sulting in its ultimate death.

P. Sangavathy, a 70-year-
old resident of Khandal who
has been collecting eucalyp-
tus leaves to supply to euca-
lyptus oil manufactures
since she was 10-years-old,
said that she had never seen
death of eucalyptus trees on
such a scale. “The trees are
dying and we are very afraid
of whether there will be any
leaves left to harvest in a few
years,” she said.

R. Ayyammal, another eu-
calyptus leaf harvester, said
that previously, she could
collect around 20 kg of euca-
lyptus leaves each day, but
now that quantity has dwin-
dled to around half in the
areas surrounding the San-
dynallah Reservoir. “Though
we are managing to collect
more leaves which fall off�� the
main tree, the weight of each
leaf is signifi��cantly less than
before, and the leaves look
like they have been affl��icted
with some kind of disease,”
she said.

The mass death of thou-

sands of trees is being seen
in Buttfi��re, Thalakundah,
Sandynallah and Kuruthu-
kulli, all in the immediate vi-
cinity of Udhagamandalam
town, said M. Rasheed, who
runs a eucalyptus distillery
in Udhagamandalam. 

Mr. Rasheed said that till
last year, he could distill
around 10-12 litres of euca-
lyptus oil, but now can only
manufacture around four
litres a day. “The quantity of
leaves has also come down
drastically, from 600 kg a
day last year to just 200-300

kg this year,” he added.
However, conservation-

ists believe that the death of
the eucalyptus trees are just
one part of a much wider is-
sue of forest dieback aff��ect-
ing many species of fl��ora, in-
cluding native, indigenous
trees across the Nilgiris. 

Godwin Vasanth Bosco, a
restoration ecologist work-
ing in the Nilgiris, said that
wattle trees, another inva-
sive fl��ora species, have been
dying in large numbers in
the Western edge, near Kola-
ribetta and Pandiar, while
Shola forests are also exhibit-
ing troubling signs of forest
dieback across the Nilgiris.

Climate change
“I believe these deaths are
the fi��rst manifestations of cli-
mate change and excess car-
bon emissions, which has
weakened the trees and have
made them more susceptible
to disease or becoming nega-
tively aff��ected by extreme
weather,” said Mr. Bosco.

Forest department offi��-
cials said that they had not-
iced the tree deaths, but said
that the death were only oc-
curring in a few sporadic
areas. They said that more
research needed to be un-
dertaken to understand the
causes.
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Eucalyptus trees seen with
dried leaves at Thalaikundah
near Udhagamandalam.
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