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THE LIFT LINE

A desert that has been dry for millennia because the mountains stole its rain is now, five summers in

succession, catching the very monsoon it was built to miss, and a land that never learned to shed water is the

least prepared place on earth to receive it.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Ladakh, India’s high-altitude cold desert, has recorded above-normal monsoon rainfall for the fifth
consecutive year, with the 2026 season placing it in the India Meteorological Department’s large-excess
category even as traditionally wet states record deficits. This is not a stray wet year but a pattern, and it points
to a climate-driven reorganisation of where and when the monsoon reaches. The editorial matters because it
ties physical geography, the rain shadow that made Ladakh arid, to climate change and to the very real
hazards of glacial lake outburst floods, cloudbursts and infrastructure damage in a fragile terrain

unaccustomed to heavy rain.
GS Paper 1: Geography, including monsoon, physical features and the distribution of key natural resources.
GS Paper 3: Conservation, climate change, and disaster management.

For Prelims, hold the geography: a cold desert is arid due to low temperature and low precipitation; Ladakh
lies in the rain shadow of the Great Himalaya and Zanskar ranges, which block the southwest monsoon; a
glacial lake outburst flood (GLOF) is a sudden release of water from a glacial lake; and a cloudburst is intense,
localised rainfall over a short period. For Mains, argue that climate change is shifting monsoon reach into

fragile high-altitude zones, raising disaster risk where adaptive capacity is lowest.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Ladakh is a cold desert because geography denies it rain. The southwest monsoon, sweeping up from the Bay
of Bengal and the Arabian Sea, spends its moisture on the southern Himalayan slopes and arrives at Ladakh
wrung dry, the classic rain-shadow effect. Historically the region depended on snowmelt and glacial melt, not
rainfall, and its settlements, farming and architecture evolved for aridity, with flat mud roofs and channelled

meltwater irrigation.

That inherited logic is now failing. Warming has pushed the monsoon further and higher, and Ladakh has
seen repeated above-normal rain, in 2025 an extraordinary spike far above the long-term average, and again a

large excess in 2026. When rain falls on terrain and structures designed for dryness, the consequences are

outsized.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

A rain shadow breached

The signal is the persistence. One wet year is weather; five in a row is a shift. A warmer atmosphere holds
more moisture and the monsoon’s changing dynamics are carrying that moisture past the barriers that once

protected the cold desert, breaching a rain shadow that defined the region’s ecology for millennia.

Compounding hazards

Rain on a cold desert is dangerous in ways rain on the plains is not. Sudden downpours and cloudbursts
trigger flash floods and landslides across bare, steep slopes. Warming and rain accelerate glacier melt and can
destabilise glacial lakes, raising the risk of glacial lake outburst floods that surge down valleys with little

warning, threatening villages, roads and hydropower.

CHANGE IMMEDIATE EFFECT LONGER-TERM RISK
Above-normal monsoon rain Flash floods, landslides Erosion, damaged infrastructure
Cloudbursts Sudden local flooding Loss of life in narrow valleys
Accelerated glacier melt Swelling glacial lakes GLOFs, water insecurity later
Rain on dry-designed structures | Roof and building damage | Costly, repeated adaptation need

Agriculture and fragile ecology

Ladakhi agriculture, tuned to scarce, scheduled meltwater, is disrupted by unpredictable rain that can damage
crops, erode fields and alter growing conditions. The high-altitude ecosystem, with its specialised species and
thin soils, is slow to absorb such shocks, and the infrastructure built for a dry climate must now cope with

water it was never meant to handle.
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read anomaly as trend, and trend as risk. A single figure is a data point, but a five-year run in the most
sensitive terrain is a climate signal that demands a disaster-management response. The transferable rule that
spans GS1 and GS3 is that climate change does not merely raise averages, it relocates hazards into places least
equipped to face them, so physical geography and disaster management must be read together. The examiner
rewards the candidate who explains the rain shadow, links its breach to warming, and translates the science

into concrete adaptation for a fragile region.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Great Himalaya and Zanskar ranges block southwest monsoon -> Ladakh historically a dry
cold desert on snowmelt -> climate change: warmer air holds more moisture, monsoon
pushes higher -> above-normal rain for fifth straight year (large excess 2026) ->
cloudbursts, flash floods, landslides on dry-designed terrain -> glacier melt swells
glacial lakes -> GLOF risk to villages and infrastructure -> agriculture and fragile

ecology disrupted -> demand for climate adaptation and disaster preparedness

WAY FORWARD

® Build GLOF and cloudburst early-warning systems. Deploy monitoring of glacial lakes and

rainfall in vulnerable valleys, with alert mechanisms that give communities time to respond.

2] Adapt infrastructure to a wetter reality. Redesign roads, buildings and drainage in Ladakh for

rainfall and runoff, moving beyond structures built solely for aridity.

3] Climate-proof agriculture and water management. Support farmers with resilient practices

and update meltwater-based irrigation planning for a more erratic water regime.

O protect the fragile high-altitude ecology. Regulate construction and tourism in sensitive zones

and integrate climate risk into all development planning for the Union Territory.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked about the monsoon, cold deserts, glacial lake outburst floods and climate change. This
editorial converts a striking rainfall statistic into an integrated geography-and-disaster argument, which is

exactly the cross-cutting analysis the examiner rewards over a textbook description of the rain shadow.

Practice question: “Persistent above-normal rainfall in Ladakh’s cold desert reflects a climate-driven
reorganisation of the monsoon with serious disaster implications.” Discuss, linking the rain-shadow

geography of the region to the risks of cloudbursts and glacial lake outburst floods. (250 words, 15 marks)
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