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Abstract 

Marine ecosystems are complex interacting habitats with different abiotic and biotic characteristics. Pulicat is one of the coastal wetland located on the east 

coast of India in the states of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. This coastal wetland Pulicat has been in uncertainty in defining the nature of this ecosystem – 

Is it Lake or Lagoon. Pulicat can be regarded as a lake if the whole area is taken in to account, and the area confined to southern portion with a depth of 5-7 

meters can be termed as lagoon. Without this basis of knowledge about the fundamental aspects of ecology in nature much of our understanding would be 

ungrounded and lack of basics of understanding the aim of any nature education effort is unsuccessful. 
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Wetlands generally occur at the interface between terrestrial ecosystems and 

aquatic ecosystems. A wetland is usually defined by its physical, chemical and 

biological processes; however, the precise definition of wetland is elusive due 

to its varying nature at different periods of time and their location (Bayly 

and Williams 1973). The Pulicat is one of the pivotal coastal wetland 

located on the east coast of India shared by the states of Andhra Pradesh and 

Tamil Nadu. This coastal wetland Pulicat has been in uncertainty in defining 

the nature of this ecosystem – Is it Lake or Lagoon?  

A vast number of literatures exist on Pulicat including scientific papers, 

reports, policy note, thesis, books and online information’s. While referring 

to the literature dealt on Pulicat did not use a common classification while 

mentioning the Phrase Lake or Lagoon prompted me to raise this question 

to make a remark on this subject. Literatures published by authors (2.5%) 

used the term as a Lagoon; where as a majority (97.5%) of the authors used 

the term as a Lake in literature. And in some cases both lake and lagoon is 

used and there seems to be uncertainty in usage? However from an ecological 

or limnological perspective, there is a difference between the two. Before 

going in to comments an understanding is required about ecosystem of all 

types including terrestrial, aquatic and marine and terms in ecology such as 

ecosystem, rivers, streams, tanks, ponds, ditches, reservoir, estuaries, positive 

estuary, negative estuary, neutral estuary, brackish waters, backwaters, swamp, 

bogs, large brackish seas, inland saline lakes, marshes and tidal flats. What 

exactly is an ecosystem? 

The Oxford Dictionary defines an ecosystem as ‘a biological community of 

interacting organisms and their physical environment’, lake as ‘a large body 

of water surrounded by land’, lagoons as ‘a stretch of saltwater separated 

from the sea by a low sand bank, coral reef etc’; this seems to be adequate, 

but pedantic, questions must be asked, a more precise and more useful 

definition for ecosystem is a community of plants, animals, smaller 

organisms that live, feed, reproduce and interact in the same area or 

environment in relation to non-living components (Borman and Likens 

1970; Wessells and Hopson 1980; Willis 1997). Like other components 

the lakes and lagoons are also ecosystems.  

 

 

 

The precise definition for lake regarded as waterbodies of 40 hectares 

(Elton and Miller 1954) latter it is perceived as a body of water of 2 

hectares or more in an area (Moss et al. 1996; Williams et al. 2004) and 

was termed as lakes. Lakes can be further divided into natural and 

artificial (man-made). Natural lakes are formed by the natural processes. 

A Lake ecosystem is broadly classified as freshwater lakes and salt (saline) 

lakes. This is again classified and termed differently, for example inland 

lakes or inland wetlands (Bayly and Williams 1973). 

With reference to Oxford Dictionary a lagoon is a body of water formed 

from the ocean leading to a beach in the round (meaning in a circle or 

half-circle shape). Based on morphodynamic systems, lagoons have been 

defined as coastal water bodies which are physically separated, to a greater 

or lesser extent, from the ocean by a strip of land (Ward & Ashley 1989). 

Precise definition of a coastal lagoon is problematic and many definitions 

have been proposed (Cooper 1994). Lagoons are shallow coastal water 

bodies separated from the ocean by a series of barrier islands and are 

found along the shoreline (Phleger, 1969). Lagoons are characteristically 

shallow and are subject to tidal currents, strongly influenced by 

precipitation and evaporation results fluctuating environmental factors 

and are fragile ecosystems. Coastal lagoons are generally considered 

ephemeral features on a geological time scale as they form, evolve and 

infill within a short time span (Lankford 1977). Lagoons present on 

many coasts of the world in a variety of environmental settings (Carter & 

Woodroffe 1994) and occupy a transitional location between land and 

sea; their morphodynamic evolution varies accordingly (Emery & Uchup 

1972; Lankford 1977; Nicholes & Allen 1981; Kjerfve 1986; Carter et al. 

1989). Based on dominant process of lagoon the lagoons were identified 

as estuarine lagoon; open lagoon; partly closed lagoon and closed lagoon 

(Nichols & Allen 1981). Further the lagoons of the world were classified 

as leaky lagoons, choked lagoons and restricted lagoons (Kjerfve 1986; 

Smith 1987; 1990). 
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Based on the geomorphic types described by Kjerfve 1986 the Pulicat can be considered as a restricted type lagoon and is a semi-closed lagoon (Banerjee, 

2000; Farooqui and Vaz, 2000). Therefore Pulicat can be regarded as a lake if the whole area is taken in to account, and the area confined to southern 

portion with a depth of 5-7 meters can be termed as lagoon. Marine ecosystems are complex interacting habitats with different abiotic and biotic 

characteristics. Understanding the marine landscapes requires full assessment of their ecological structure (Aswani and Vaccaro 2008). Sometimes in the 

environment education many of us may experience lack of answering instantly to a basic question from a student or from the public for ecological terms 

what and how while describing the importance of nature conservation. This largely happens in the environment education or during the awareness 

campaigns. An educator must be precise about terms what and why it is from the reliable sources or with expert consultations. On the other hand if we 

taken in to account of each terms there will never be a precise definition in nature’s systems. However, without this basis of knowledge about the 

fundamental aspects of ecology in nature much of our understanding would be ungrounded and lack of basics of understanding the aim of any nature 

education effort is unsuccessful. 


