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Location
Held

Main Event
2026 Race Date

Attendance

Race Distance
Boats

Crew Size
Broadcast

Kerala, India
July–September
(during the Onam Festival)
Nehru Trophy Boat Race
Saturday, 22 August 2026
Approximately 2 lakh
(200,000) spectators
1.4 km
Traditional Chundan Vallams
(Snake Boats)
100+ crew members per boat
DD Malayalam and DD Sports

AT A GLANCE:



Vallam Kali is an annual traditional boat race held in the
famous backwaters of Kerala, India, during the Onam harvest
festival, which takes place between July and September.

The tradition is believed to have originated centuries ago, with
some accounts linking it to the naval rivalries and military
preparations of Kerala's regional kingdoms.

Vallam Kali, which translates from Malayalam as "boat race,"
has since evolved into one of Kerala's most significant cultural
festivals and sporting events.

The celebrations begin weeks, and sometimes months, in
advance, with surrounding villages hosting community feasts
where people from different faiths come together to feed and
support the oarsmen preparing for the races.

This enduring tradition reflects the strong sense of
community that remains at the heart of the event today.

OVERVIEW



The races are contested using traditional
Chundan Vallams (snake boats), which
measure between 30 and 35 metres (100–115
feet) in length.

Each boat is typically crewed by more than 100
people, including rowers, helmsmen, rhythm
keepers and singers, all working in perfect
synchronisation.

The most famous event is the Nehru Trophy
Boat Race, held on Punnamada Lake near
Alappuzha.

The race is named after India's first Prime
Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, who attended the
event in 1952. So impressed was he by the
spectacle that he later donated a silver trophy,
shaped like a snake boat, which continues to
be awarded to the winners today.

The trophy bears the inscription:
"To the winners of the boat race which is a
unique feature of community life in
Travancore Cochin."

The Modern Event

The 72nd Nehru Trophy Boat Race will take
place on Saturday, 22 August 2026.

The event is expected to attract around 2 lakh
(200,000) spectators, making it one of Kerala's
largest annual sporting and cultural
gatherings.

Races are held over a 1.4 km course, with
multiple lanes used during the competition.
Around 20 snake boats are expected to
compete, each carrying more than 100
oarsmen, alongside helmsmen, rhythm
keepers and singers. Traditional chenda drums
and ancient vanchipattu (boat songs) help
maintain rhythm and synchronisation
throughout the race, creating one of India's
most visually striking sporting spectacles.

The event is traditionally broadcast on DD
Malayalam, with coverage also often available
on DD Sports.

TRADITION &
HISTORY



Vallam Kali is far more than a traditional
sporting event. It is one of Kerala's
defining cultural celebrations, blending
history, community and competition into
a spectacle that attracts hundreds of
thousands of spectators and widespread
media attention each year.

As interest in culturally rooted sporting
events continues to grow, Vallam Kali
demonstrates how heritage can become a
powerful driver of modern engagement.
For brands and rights holders looking to
connect with audiences in South India, it
offers an opportunity to participate in a
moment that is deeply embedded in local
identity, creating authentic storytelling,
meaningful partnerships and long-term
cultural relevance.

Key takeaways

Vallam Kali is one of India's most
significant regional sporting traditions,
attracting approximately 200,000
spectators while remaining deeply rooted
in Kerala's cultural identity.

Community participation is central to the
event, with months of preparation, village
involvement and centuries-old traditions
creating an authentic cultural moment
that extends well beyond the race itself.

As audiences increasingly value locally
meaningful experiences, Vallam Kali
demonstrates how heritage, sport and
storytelling can combine to create
powerful opportunities for engagement,
tourism and culturally relevant
partnerships.

WHY IT
MATTERS
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