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Climate crisis link to India’s spring heatwave

Jayashree Nandi

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: A heatwave will
sweep large swathes of India
over the next four to five days,
extending from the west and
northwest India to the east,
weather officials warned on
Tuesday, as an unusual heat
blast hitting the country since
last month seems set to intensify.

Last month, India recorded its
warmest March since records
were maintained and one of the
driest spring seasons, with dry
warm winds plunging much of
North India into summer tem-
peratures sooner than usual,

Experts said the trends are yet
another indicator of the effects
of climate crisis, which now puts
hundreds of millions of people at
greater health risk and trigger
productivity loss.

“India’s current heatwave has
been made hotter by climate
change that is the result of human
activities. Until net greenhouse gas
emissions end, heatwaves in India
and elsewhere will
continue to become
hotter and more dan-
gerous,” said Frieder-

conditions recorded in other
parts of the world this year, In
March, both of Earth's polar
regions experienced unprece-
dented simultaneous heat waves
—in Antarctica, the average tem-
perature was 4.8°C warmer than
average, while in the Arctic, the
average was 3.3'C higher than
normal, AP reported last month.

For India, experts point to a
cyclical weather phenomenon in
the Pacific Ocean, the La Nina,
which has led to effects thatare
unusual from the typical influ-
ence it is known for.

La Nina, a condition when the
sea surface temperature in east-
ern and central Pacific Ocean is
lower than usual, alters a planet-
wide wind system and leads toa
harsher winter, a somewhat more
intense summer, and a rainier
monsoon in India in the following
period. But this year, it seems to
have eaten into the spring season
entirely, triggering summer-like
conditions much sooner.

“In India, the phenomenon is
associated with wet and cold win-

ters. The current impact
of La Nifia on the spring
and summer season in
India is unexpected,”
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This follows freak weather

The early heat waves of 2022
started on March 11 and have
impacted 15 Indian states and
Union territories (as of April 24),

South Asia engulfed in heat

Vast sections of the Indian subcontinent, starting from Balochistan and Sindh in Pakistan all
the way to Odisha and Bihar in east India are currently
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according to data from IMD,
which was analysed by CSE.

“It is extremely unusual..,”
said M Rajeevan, former secre-
tary, ministry of earth sciences.
“These cannot be due to local
meteorological features, but
linked to large-scale atmos-
pheric and oceanic conditions,
which require analysis.”

In a silver lining, however,
Rajeevan added that the mon-
soon may not be affected.
“Thankfully, this year El Nino
(which saps the monsoon) is
unlikelv to impact us. This vear

either La Nina or ENSO neutral
conditions are likely to persist,
which will help the monsoon.”
ENSO neutral conditions in
the Pacific Ocean affectambient
temperatures and rainfall over
South Asia. La Nina conditions
are likely to persist till mid-mon-
soon, according to IMD. “La Nina
continues in the tropical Pacific,
with current forecast favouring
continuation of La Nina through
the summer, with a slightly
lower chance into the fall,” the
research wing of National Oce-
anic and Atmospheric Adminis-

tration tweeted on Sunday.
Asecond reason why the unu-
sual effect may be happening is
that the La Nina-triggered wind
patterns lead to clear skies and
what is known as an anti-cyclone
system. “This s causing incursion
of dry, very hot winds from the
western region,” said DS Pai,
director at Kottayam-based Insti-
tute for Climate Change Studies.
Such weather is already stress-
ing India in several ways. The
country is grappling with a power
crisis, with surging demand trig-
gering a clamour for coal to feed

thermal power plants. On Mon-
day, India breached its all-time
peak power demand of 201.066
GW, surpassing a past record that
was seton July 7 lastyear.

The early hot spell has also hit
wheat yield, one of the mainstay
winter crops harvested in spring.
Traders and analysts have in
recent days said it is clear from
procurement trends that the coun-
try will have a smaller crop this
year than previously predicted,

This could further fuel food
inflation, adding to a price rise
pressure that has now persisted
for several months.

The weather is also a risk to
public health. More frequent hot
days and intense heat-waves
increase heat-related deaths in
Asia, the Asia factsheet of Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate
Change’s “Climate Change 2022:
Impacts, Adaptation and Vulner-
ability” report said in February.

But the larger picture is clear:
the climate crisis has likely
begun leading to effects thatare
unpredictable.

“Before human activities
increased global temperatures,
wewould have seen the heat that
hit India earlier this month
around once in 50 years, But now
itis a much more common event
— we can expect such high tem-
peratures once in four years,” said
Mariam Zachariah, research
associate at the Grantham Insti-
tute, Imperial College London, in
astatement to Climate Trends, a
climate communications organi-
sation.
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Old tribal practice revive forest, water

RABINDRA NATH
CHOUDHURY
BHOPAL, APRIL 26

Revival of Halma, a cus-
tom of Bhil tribe seeking
contributions from the
members of the communi-
ty in terms of labour for
the preservation of nature
and natural resources, has
boosted water conserva-
tion in some parched
areas of Jhabua district in
Madhya Pradesh.

As per the custom, men,
women and children of
the tribe together con-
tribute their labour for
one day to building water
harvesting  structures,
developing water bodies
and undertaking planta-
tions in their areas “in the
service of mother earth”.

Halma has once again
come into national focus
after Prime Minister
Narendra Modi men-
tioned it in his “Man Ki
Baat” radio programme
aired on Sunday.

“The Bhil tribe do Halma
for the conservation
water and forest in their
areas. They build water
harvesting  structures,
develop the traditional
ponds in their area and
undertake plantations to
grow forest,” eminent eth-
nologist and Padmashree
award winner of 2019
Mahesh Sharma told this
newspaper.

Bhil tribals construct water harvesting structures in
Jhabua district of Madhya Pradesh.

According to him, the
Halma custom has almost
gone extinct in many
areas inhabited by Bhils
in the country. Thankfully,
the custom is still prac-
tised in some pockets in
the Jhabua district.

Thanks to Halma, once a
barren hillock,
Hathipawa, located on the
outskirts of the district
headquarters of Jhabua,
has now been turned into
a lush green landscape.

Around 40,000 contour
trenches were dug up at the
slope of the hillock, cover-
ing around 9 sq km, around
a decade ago to create a
water bank at its foothill at
“zero cost” due to the con-
tribution of around 10,000
members of the tribe,
under Halma custom, Mr
Sharma recalled.

The trenches dugout at

the slope around the
hillock  have  helped
recharge the groundwater
in the area, mitigating the
water crisis in Jhabua city
and its surrounding

areas to a large extent.

The experiment in
Hathipawa is now
repeated in Baba
Vishya Dungar, a
hillock covering
around a two sq km
area, near Limkhodra
village around 16 km
from Jhabua city.

On April 18 this year,
3,000 men, women and
children of the tribe
landed on the hillock
and dug our 5,000 con-
tour trenches in just
three hours for con-
servation of water
during the ensuing
monsoon, Nitin
Dhakad, who is work-

ing among the tribals in
the area for the last sever-
al years, told this newspa-

per.

Mr Dhakad, an electrical
engineering graduate
from IIT, Roorkee, gave up
a career in engineering
and chose to work for the
tribals in the area.

“We are going for a mas-
sive plantation in the
hillock with the help of
local administration when
the monsoon breaks”, he
said.

According to Mr
Sharma, the Bhil tribal
people have developed
around 100 large ponds
and water harvesting
structures in the region by
doing Halma.
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The heat is on

Soaring temperatures impact
wheat production and procurement

HE PROSPECT OF wheat production and procurement turning
outbelow expectations should cause serious concern, especially
when India hopes to supply wheat to the world if the WTO per-
mits it. The scorching temperatures in March have dampened
hopes of record wheat production of 111.2 million tonnes in 2021-22
(July-June)—byat least 10% according to feedback from mandis or mar-
ket places, resulting in premature ripening and shriveling of grains. Wheat
yieldsin vanguard agrarian states like Punjab and Haryana have sharply
dropped by 10-15% fromlast year,whichis consistent with crop-cutting
estimatesconductedon 2,200 sitesacross Punjab.Whenwheat isreadyfor
harvesting, the crop on a hectare of land is cutand theyield is multiplied
toarrive at an estimate of production. Low yields imply that Punjaband
Haryanawill not meetthisyear’s targets of productionand procurement.

According to a two-part report in this newspaper, extreme heat has
increased the shriveled grain percentage to 10-20% in Punjab against
600 prescribed by the Food Corporation of India, leading to a fall in pur-
chases. Punjab has asked for an easing of wheat quality guidelines. The
state’s procurement target of 13.2 MT in the on-going rabi marketing sea-
son therefore is unlikely to be achieved. This problem is less serious in
otherwheat growing stateslike Uttar Pradeshinwhich farmers provided
adequate irrigation to the crop during the heat stress in March. With pri-
vate trade also stocking up on wheat from mandis at higher than mini-
mumsupport prices in Madhya Pradesh for exports, the prospects are for
achievingonly 25 MT asagainst the official procurement target of 4 4 MT.

The upshot is that the situation of potential plenty on the food stock
front does not obtain at present. The FCI has 19 MT of opening stocks as
on April 1 asagainst the buffer stock norm of 7.46 MT. With lower pro-
curement,officials stocks can justabout coverthe 26 MTrequirements
of the public distribution system under the National Food Security Act
plus another 11 MT under the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Anna
Yojana, a scheme that distributed grains for free to 810 million people
during the Covid- 19 pandemic and has nowbeen extended till Septem-
ber. FCI thus may struggle to maintain the buffer norm if some wheat
may also be necessary for undertaking open market sales, especially in
the latter half of thisfiscal. For such reasons,itis perhaps unwise nowto
pushtoohard on feeding the world fromofficial stocks even if the WTO
relaxes its rules to enable India supply wheat procured at MSPs.

Asthe soaringtemperatures maywell be the new normal, India’s poli-
cymakerswill have to dealwiththereality of climate changeonawarfoot-
ing. Farmers suffer huge losses with low wheat yields due to heat stress
when there isconsiderableagrarian distress. Temperature shocks might
reduce farm incomes by up to 20-25% in the medium term according
tothe EconomicSurvey 2017-18.The needis tobring science and tech-
nology to farmers that make crops heat resistant; a comprehensive crop
insurance scheme; and more outlays for irrigation that can make the
agrarian economy less dependent on the vagaries of the southwest
monsoon. To be sure, the global food crisis represents an op portunity
for India to supply wheat for the developing world. India’s wheat
exportsare likely to touch 10 MT thisfiscal from 7.85 MTin 2021-22.
Butthe governmentwould do well to allow private trade to do the heavy
lifting on exports rather than running down official stocks consider-
ing thelower-than-expected levels of production and procurement.
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Itis time to promote natural
farming: NITI Aayog

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE
MEW DELHI, 26 APRIL

A Niti Aayog workshop on
innovative agiculture today
said timeis opporune to pro-
mote natural farmingin the
countryas India is food sur-
plus, and thereisincreased
awareness about consum-
ing nutritious food due to
Covid-19.

Chief Ministers of Uttar
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh,
AndhraPradesh and Uttarak-
hand, along with Gujarat
Governor Acharya Devvrat
and Central Ministers par-
ticipated in the workshop.

Miti Aayog Member
Ramesh Chand told the
workshop: “We can give a
chance to such alternatives
(natural farming) because
thereis no serious threatto
food security since we are
food surplus.” Natural farm -
ing should be adopted step-
wise, he said.

Fisheries, Animal Hus-
bandry and Dairying Min-
ister Parushottam Rupala
pointed out that the aware-
ness about nutritious food,
good health and immunity
had increased during the
pandemic. Natural farm-
ing can meet the demand,

he said.

Agriculture and Farm-
ers Welfare Minister Naren-
dra Singh Tomar mentioned
that the Government was
encouraging agricultural
practices thatwork in har-
mony with nature, reduce
the cost of production, and
ensure good-quality pro-
duce and profits to farmers.

The Gujarat Governor
shared his experienceregard-
ing how shifting to namral
farming led to significant
reduction in cost of culti-
vation, improvementin soil
health, and enhancementin
yield.

He said adopting natural
farming will help optimise
the work of farmers and
benefit the environment at
large, especially when it
comes to the use of water.
“There is huge scope for
bringing in innovationsin
agriculture sectorthrough
natural farming,” he said.

Uttar Pradesh Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath
joined the workshop vir-
tually, and highlighted the
importance and traditional
aspects of cow based nat-
ural farming which helps
sequester carbon and
improve soil health.
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