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THE EDITORIAL ARGUMENT

Every year, the Centre for Science and Environment publishes the State of India’s Environment report. Every
year, the data grows more alarming. Every year, the policy response grows more tepid. The SOE 2026 report has
now confirmed that 7 of the 9 planetary boundaries identified by the Stockholm Resilience Centre have
been breached — and that India experienced extreme weather events on 331 of 334 days in 2025. The
question is no longer whether the data is alarming enough. The question is why alarm has not yet generated

commensurate institutional change.

THE SEVEN BREACHED BOUNDARIES

The planetary boundaries framework identifies nine Earth-system processes that collectively define a “safe

operating space” for human civilisation. The SOE 2026 report confirms that seven have now been crossed:
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BOUNDARY STATUS

Climate change Breached — atmospheric CO2 at 424 ppm; 1.5°C warming now likely before 2035
Biosphere integrity Breached — species extinction rate 100—1,000x the natural background rate
Land system change Breached — >50% of global ice-free land significantly transformed

Freshwater depletion ~ Breached — groundwater stress in major aquifer systems globally, including Indo-Gangetic

plain
Biogeochemical Breached — nitrogen and phosphorus cycles severely disrupted by industrial agriculture
flows
Novel entities Breached — microplastics and PFAS (‘forever chemicals’) detectable in virtually every
ecosystem
Ocean acidification Newly breached in 2026 — surface ocean pH now 0.1 units below pre-industrial level

The two boundaries still within safe limits are stratospheric ozone (recovering due to the Montreal Protocol —
the single strongest evidence that international environmental agreements can work) and atmospheric aerosols

(uncertain, with regional violations).

INDIA'S EXTREME WEATHER: 331 OF 334 DAYS

The statistic that deserves the most attention in SOE 2026 is this: India experienced extreme weather events on

331 of 334 days in 2025. The report documents that at least 4,419 people died in extreme weather events in

2025, and 17.4 million hectares of cropped land were affected.

This is not the future. This is the present tense of climate change in India. The remaining three ‘normal’ days in

2025 are the outliers.

Three structural features of India’s geography make it acutely vulnerable. First, the monsoon’s variability is
being amplified by warming sea-surface temperatures in the Indian Ocean — creating both more intense
precipitation events and longer dry spells. Second, India’s elevation gradient — from the Himalayas to the coasts
— creates multiple pathways for extreme weather: glacial lake outburst floods, cyclones, heat domes, droughts,
and urban flooding often in the same calendar year. Third, the concentration of India’s agricultural and
population base in the climate-vulnerable Indo-Gangetic Plain means that each extreme event has

disproportionate economic and human consequences.
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THE ACCOUNTABILITY GAP

India’s climate governance architecture includes an impressive stack of policy commitments: NDC 2.0 targets
net-zero by 2070, the National Mission for Clean Ganga, the National Biodiversity Action Plan, the National
Solar Mission. What is missing is a systematic accountability infrastructure that measures policy

implementation against declared targets and assigns institutional responsibility for failure.

The SOE 2026 report, valuable as it is, is an annual diagnostic. It has no enforcement teeth. Its findings do not
automatically trigger policy responses. The Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change receives the

report, issues a press note, and the cycle continues.

What India needs — as the CSE and several expert bodies have argued — is a statutory Climate Action
Commission modelled loosely on the UK Climate Change Committee: an independent body with legal
standing to hold ministries accountable for emission reduction and adaptation targets, with annual reports
tabled in Parliament. The point is not to add another institutional layer for its own sake. The point is that

without accountability, even the best monitoring data becomes ritual.

THE OCEAN ACIDIFICATION ADDITION

The seventh boundary — ocean acidification — is particularly significant for India. The Indian Ocean supports
the largest tuna fisheries in the world. India’s coastal communities — particularly in Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and
Andhra Pradesh — depend on marine fisheries for food security and livelihoods. Ocean acidification, driven by
CO2 dissolving in seawater to form carbonic acid, disrupts the calcium carbonate chemistry that shellfish, coral

reefs, and many planktonic species need to form shells and skeletons.

A coral reef system under acidification stress is less biodiverse, less productive, and less resilient to thermal
bleaching events. For India’s coastal fishing communities, ocean acidification is not an abstract planetary metric

— it is a threat to their livelihood.

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS3 — Environment  Planetary boundaries; climate change; biodiversity; ocean acidification
GS3 — Disaster Extreme weather events; India’s climate vulnerability; disaster statistics

GS2 — Governance Climate governance; accountability mechanisms; statutory bodies
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Prelims Facts Corner

ITEM FACT

SOE 2026 Published by Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) / Down to Earth
Planetary boundaries 9 total; 7 breached as of 2026

Newly breached (2026) Ocean acidification

Still safe Stratospheric ozone; atmospheric aerosols (uncertain)

Montreal Protocol Brought ozone boundary back from breach — key success case

India extreme weather 2025 331 of 334 days
Deaths in extreme weather At least 4,419 (2025)
Cropped land affected 17.4 million hectares (2025)

Atmospheric CO2 (2026) ~424 ppm
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