Half of India’s Population Is Vulnerable to Extreme Climate Events
by Express News Service
Dec. 10, 2020: New Delhi - Over 75% of Indian districts, which are home to over 638 million people, are hotspots of extreme climate events such as cyclones, floods, droughts, heat, and cold waves, according to a study released on Thursday.
The study by the Council on Energy, Environment and Water (CEEW) said that the frequency, intensity, and unpredictability of these extreme events have also risen in recent decades.  While India witnessed 250 extreme climate events between 1970 and 2005, it recorded 310 extreme weather events after 2005 alone.
The study also found a shift in the pattern of extreme climate events, such as flood-prone areas becoming drought-prone and vice-versa, in over 40% of Indian districts.
Abinash Mohanty, Program Lead at CEEW and the author of the study, said, “The current trend of catastrophic climate events results from a mere 0.6°C temperature rise in the last 100 years.  India is already the 5th most vulnerable country globally, in terms of extreme climate events.  And it is all set to become the world’s flood capital.”
In the last 50 years, the frequency of flood events increased almost 8 times.  Further, events associated with floods such as landslides, heavy rainfall, hailstorms, thunderstorms, and cloudbursts increased by over 20 times.  The frequency of floods surged significantly in the last 2 decades.
Between 1970 and 2004, 3 extreme flood events occurred per year, on average.  However, after 2005, the yearly average rose to 11.  Also, the yearly average for districts affected until 2005 was 19, but after 2005, it jumped to 55.  In 2019, India witnessed 16 extreme flood events, which affected 151 districts.
The study also found that over 97 million people were currently being exposed to extreme floods in India.  After 2000, there has also been a rise in urban floods, due to flawed urban planning, encroachments on wetlands, and deforestation.
According to the CEEW study, after 2005, the yearly average of the number of districts affected by cyclones tripled and the cyclone frequency doubled.  In the last decade alone, 258 districts were affected.
The cyclone hotspot districts - Chennai, Cuttack, East Godavari, Ganjam, Nellore, North 24 Parganas, Puri, and Srikakulam - are concentrated along the eastern coastline.  The east coast’s warming regional microclimate, land-use change, and degrading forests are triggering the region’s cyclonic activity.  Moreover, areas along the east coast are economically backward, compared to the west coast, thereby compounding the effects of extreme climate events.
The last 50 years also recorded a 12-fold surge in the number of associated cyclonic events such as extreme rainfall, floods, and thunderstorms.  The compounding effect of cyclones is more severe than that of any other climatic event, due to the amount of loss and damage they cause.
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