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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If the scientific knowledge to warn Himalayan communities already exists in Indian institutions, is
the failure to deliver it a funding problem, an institutional design problem, or a cultural one about
who is treated as entitled to knowledge?"

Source: Original editorial ↗ The Hindu

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Most Himalayan answers in the examination hall run on a single track: fragile ecology, unplanned construction, climate

change, need for sustainable development. That track is true and it is worth about half the available marks.

This piece supplies the other half, and it is the half candidates rarely have. It converts the Himalaya from an

environmental subject into a problem of knowledge governance and of jurisdiction. Who holds the hazard

information, in what form, and does it reach the person standing in the valley? And when the hazard originates across a

border no Indian regulator can enter, what is the diplomatic instrument? Those two questions turn a GS1 geography

answer into a GS3 disaster-management answer with a GS2 tail, which is exactly the kind of cross-paper movement that

separates a good script from an average one.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The triggering event. A flash flood on the Bhote Koshi, following an event on August 26, 2026 in Nepal’s Rasuwa

district at the Nepal-Tibet border. Initial assessment attributed it to an ice avalanche blocking the Lhende river,

producing a sudden outburst flood. Casualty bulletins issued on August 31 ranged from 675 to 903 dead, with thousands

missing and tens of thousands evacuated.
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The physical setting. The Himalaya are an active collisional mountain belt, still rising because the Indian plate continues

to converge with Eurasia. That convergence is accommodated on a set of major thrust systems, the Main Central

Thrust, the Main Boundary Thrust and the Main Frontal Thrust, which is why the range is simultaneously the

world’s highest and among its most seismically hazardous.

The climate signal. Mean temperatures over the Hindu Kush Himalaya rose about 0.28 degrees Celsius per decade

between 1951 and 2020, with warming amplified above four kilometres at roughly 0.34 degrees per decade. Sustained

glacier melt increases the number and volume of glacial lakes, and therefore the population of potential glacial lake

outburst flood sources. ICIMOD’s Hindu Kush Himalaya Monsoon Outlook 2026 warned of a hotter and drier

season with below-normal rainfall, long dry spells and sudden cloudbursts, a combination that raises drought, flash flood,

landslide and GLOF risk at once.

The national backdrop. The State of India Environment Report 2026 recorded extreme weather events on 99 per

cent of days in 2025, with over 4,400 deaths and 17.41 million hectares of crops damaged.

THE ANALYSIS

The central image, and it is worth borrowing. Gandhi writes that Indian earth scientists’ jnana is clasped tight in

their acharya-mushti-s, the teacher’s closed fist. The charge is not that the knowledge is absent. It is that it is enclosed.

India, he writes, is “in seismic, glacial, climatological and geological innocence”, and that innocence is manufactured

rather than natural.

Why reverence is part of the problem. The mountains occupy a sacred place in Indian religious and cultural life.

Gandhi’s argument is that this standing has quietly displaced candour: it is culturally awkward to describe a sacred

landscape as geologically dangerous, and so the description does not get made in the register that ordinary people

encounter.

The four things he asks for.

The infrastructure argument, which is the operationally sharpest part. Dams, reactors and large commercial projects

should not be appraised on economic benefit alone; their behaviour during earthquakes, floods and landslides belongs

in the appraisal. And where risk exceeds benefit, governments must be willing to modify or dismantle the structure.

That last clause is the one Indian project appraisal has no vocabulary for. Indian infrastructure policy can build and it can

pause; it has almost no institutional concept of retiring a hazardous asset on risk grounds.

The Himalaya must be recognised as a region of continuing natural hazard, with sacred and cultural

significance not permitted to obscure geological fragility.

1

Information about earthquakes, GLOFs, landslides and floods must be communicated clearly and rapidly

to vulnerable populations.

2

Communities must be made participants in early warning, evacuation planning and emergency response

rather than recipients of it.

3

India must address dangers that originate beyond its borders.4
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The transboundary case. Gandhi points to Medog, described as the world’s largest hydropower project, at the great

bend of the Brahmaputra just across the border, and reported to lie close to the Paizhen Fault. His concern is that a

major earthquake there could produce a massive discharge of floodwaters and debris into India’s northeast. Note what

makes this argument different from ordinary upstream-dam anxiety: the worry is not diversion of water, it is structural

failure under seismic load in a place where India has no inspection rights, no regulatory standing and no treaty

entitlement to be told.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

THE EVENT:

THE PHYSICAL SYSTEM:

THE CLIMATE DATA:

THE INDIAN RECORD:

THE TRANSBOUNDARY QUESTION:

The Bhote Koshi flash flood followed an event on August 26, 2026 in Nepal’s Rasuwa district.

Initial assessment attributed it to an ice avalanche blocking the Lhende river.

Casualty bulletins on August 31, 2026 ranged from 675 to 903 dead.

The Himalaya rise from continuing convergence of the Indian and Eurasian plates.

The major Himalayan thrusts are the Main Central, Main Boundary and Main Frontal Thrusts.

A glacial lake outburst flood is the sudden release of water impounded by a glacial or moraine dam.

Much of the Himalayan belt falls in seismic zones IV and V under the Indian zoning map.

Hindu Kush Himalaya mean temperature rose about 0.28 degrees Celsius per decade, 1951 to 2020.

Warming above four kilometres altitude was faster, at about 0.34 degrees Celsius per decade.

ICIMOD’s HKH Monsoon Outlook 2026 warned of a hotter, drier season with sudden cloudbursts.

ICIMOD is the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, based at Kathmandu.

The State of India Environment Report 2026 recorded extreme weather on 99 per cent of days in 2025.

Those events caused over 4,400 deaths and damaged 17.41 million hectares of crops.

India’s disaster architecture rests on the Disaster Management Act, 2005.

The National Disaster Management Authority is chaired by the Prime Minister.

The Yarlung Tsangpo becomes the Siang in Arunachal Pradesh and then the Brahmaputra in Assam.

India and China operate expert-level hydrological data-sharing on the Brahmaputra and the Sutlej.

No treaty comparable to the Indus Waters Treaty governs India’s eastern transboundary rivers.
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A glacial lake outburst flood and a landslide-dammed outburst flood are not the same hazard. A GLOF releases water

impounded behind a moraine or ice dam; a landslide-dammed outburst releases water impounded behind debris that

blocked a river channel. The August 26 event was attributed to an ice avalanche blocking a river, which is the second

mechanism, not the first. Reports that call every Himalayan flash flood a GLOF are wrong, and the distinction is

examinable.

THE DEBATE

The diagnosis is right. Indian hazard science is genuinely good and genuinely enclosed. Hazard maps exist that no gram

panchayat has seen. The lead time in a Himalayan valley is measured in minutes, which means a warning system

designed for a plain will not work there. And the infrastructure appraisal point is unanswerable: India has no working

procedure for retiring a dam because the geology around it turned out worse than assumed.

The diagnosis is unfair. India operates a real early-warning apparatus through the India Meteorological Department,

the NDMA and the National Remote Sensing Centre, glacial lake inventories are published, and Indian cyclone

warning has cut mortality by orders of magnitude in three decades, which is among the most successful public-safety

interventions anywhere. On this reading the failure is last-mile delivery and terrain, not withheld knowledge, and the

acharya-mushti image, however elegant, blames scientists for what is a resourcing and communications deficit.

Where the truth likely sits. Both are describing the same gap from opposite ends. The cyclone success proves the point

rather than refuting it: cyclone warning works because a single agency issues one message to a wide, flat, densely

populated coast with hours of lead time. A Himalayan valley inverts every one of those conditions. The lesson is not that

India cannot warn people. It is that the warning model India has perfected does not transfer to the terrain where it is now

most needed, and building the one that does is an institutional project, not a scientific one.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

Ask three questions of any hazard-governance failure, in order.

Does the knowledge exist? For Himalayan seismicity and glacial hazard, largely yes.

Does it reach the person who must act, in a form and a language they can act on, with enough lead time? For a

Himalayan valley, largely no. This is the transmission gap, and naming it precisely is worth more than a paragraph of

generalised concern.

Who has jurisdiction over the source of the hazard? If the answer is another state, the instrument is diplomatic, not

regulatory, and the answer must switch registers. An answer that proposes an environmental impact assessment for a

structure in Tibet has not understood the question.

Run those three in sequence and the same scaffold works for Himalayan floods, for cross-border river pollution and for

transboundary air quality.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Hazard knowledge exists
GSI, IMD, NRSC, ICIMOD, lake inventories

Hazard source outside India
Upstream structures, cross-border geology

The transmission gap
knowledge stops at the specialist

The jurisdiction gap
no inspection right, no treaty cover

Domestic instrument
local-language maps, community drills

Diplomatic instrument
basin-wide seismic and hydrological data

Two gaps, two different tools. Confusing them is the commonest error in the answer.

The left column is a delivery failure and is fixed at home. The right column is a sovereignty problem and can only be

addressed diplomatically. An answer that proposes a regulatory remedy for the right column has misdiagnosed it.

TAKEAWAY BOX

The Himalaya are one living rock, and it does not read maps.

Bhote Koshi flash flood following an August 26, 2026 event in Rasuwa district, attributed to an ice avalanche blocking

the Lhende river; Hindu Kush Himalaya warming about 0.28 degrees Celsius per decade from 1951 to 2020, and about

0.34 above four kilometres; ICIMOD based at Kathmandu; Main Central, Main Boundary and Main Frontal Thrusts;

Disaster Management Act, 2005 with the NDMA chaired by the Prime Minister; State of India Environment Report 2026

recording extreme weather on 99 per cent of days in 2025.

Separate the transmission gap from the jurisdiction gap. The first is a domestic delivery failure, fixed by local-language

hazard maps, community drills and risk-weighted infrastructure appraisal including the option to retire an asset. The

second is a sovereignty problem, addressed only through basin-wide data-sharing arrangements.

If the knowledge already exists inside Indian institutions, is the failure to deliver it a funding problem, an institutional

design problem, or a cultural one about who is treated as entitled to know?

Sources: The Hindu, Down To Earth, ICIMOD
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Source: The Himalaya Serves Another Warning, and India Cannot Hear It — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial

Analysis
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K E Y A R G U M E N T S  AT  A G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

The strongest counter is that the diagnosis understates what has been built. India operates an

early warning apparatus through the India Meteorological Department, the National Disaster

Management Authority and the National Remote Sensing Centre, glacial lake inventories
exist, and cyclone warning in particular has cut mortality by orders of magnitude over three

decades.

The gap is arguably one of last-mile delivery and of terrain, not of withheld knowledge, and a
framing that blames specialists for hoarding may misidentify a resourcing and

communications problem as a cultural failing.

Writing in The Hindu, Gopalkrishna Gandhi argues that the
glacial disaster of August 26, 2026 in Nepal is a seismic,

glaciological and political warning that India is structurally ill-
equipped to receive, because the expert knowledge of

Himalayan hazards that Indian earth scientists genuinely
possess is held in an acharya-mushti, the teacher’s closed fist,
accessible to specialists and unavailable to the communities

standing in the path of the next event.

The Himalaya are not a chain of national silos, Afghan, Pakistani, Indian, Nepali, Tibetan

and Bhutanese, but one living rock, seismically and glaciologically unified and indifferent to
political boundaries, so a hazard assessment bounded by a border is a hazard assessment

with a hole in it.

The sacred and cultural standing of the mountains in Indian life works against candour

about their geological fragility, and reverence has come to function as a substitute for

preparedness.

The danger is not only domestic: China’s Medog hydropower project at the great bend of

the Brahmaputra sits close to a major fault, and a large earthquake there could discharge
floodwaters and debris into India’s northeast, a risk no Indian regulatory process can assess

because the structure lies outside Indian jurisdiction.

Large infrastructure in the Himalaya, dams and reactors among it, has been appraised

principally on economic return, with behaviour during earthquakes, floods and landslides

treated as a residual rather than as a design constraint.

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

The Himalaya Serves Another Warning, and India Cannot Hear It 9 / 13

https://ujiyari.com/


→ WAY FORWARD

Treat hazard information as a public entitlement rather than a specialist output: publish

district-level and valley-level hazard maps in local languages, embed community-based early
warning and evacuation drills in Himalayan blocks, make seismic and glacial-hazard

performance an explicit appraisal criterion for dams and reactors rather than a footnote, build

the institutional willingness to modify or retire structures whose risk has outgrown their benefit,
and press for a Himalayan hydrological and seismic data-sharing arrangement covering India,

Nepal, Bhutan and China.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

The Himalayan region is a single geological system distributed across several sovereign

jurisdictions. Examine the implications for India's disaster preparedness and its transboundary
water diplomacy. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Himalayan arc is a single active orogenic system, produced by continuing convergence between the

Indian and Eurasian plates, that happens to be distributed across six jurisdictions. The flash flood on the

Bhote Koshi on August 26, 2026, which killed several hundred people in Nepal’s Rasuwa district, is the

latest demonstration that the hazards this system generates do not stop at a border, while the institutions

meant to anticipate them do.

BODY

Three implications follow. First, on hazard assessment: a glacial lake outburst flood, a landslide-dammed

river or a seismic event originates where the geology puts it, not where the survey mandate ends.

Mean temperatures across the Hindu Kush Himalaya rose about 0.28 degrees Celsius per decade

between 1951 and 2020, with amplified warming above four kilometres at roughly 0.34 degrees per

decade, and sustained glacier retreat has increased both the number and the volume of glacial lakes. An

inventory that stops at the Line of Control or the Nepal border cannot describe the risk to an Indian valley

downstream.

Second, on preparedness: India’s scientific capability substantially exceeds its delivery. Hazard knowledge

held in institutional archives and specialist journals does not reach a Himalayan gram panchayat in a form

it can act on, and the Disaster Management Act, 2005 architecture, with the National Disaster

Management Authority chaired by the Prime Minister and State and District Authorities below it, is

strongest where a single agency can issue one warning to a wide plain and weakest in narrow valleys with

minutes of lead time.

Third, on infrastructure appraisal: dams, reactors and large commercial projects in seismic zones IV and V

have been evaluated primarily on economic return. Where risk demonstrably exceeds benefit, the state

must retain the capacity to modify or decommission, and that option is currently absent from the appraisal

vocabulary.

Fourth, on water diplomacy: the proposed hydropower development at the great bend of the Yarlung

Tsangpo, upstream of the Brahmaputra, sits in terrain that is both seismically active and beyond Indian

regulatory reach. India has an expert-level mechanism with China for hydrological data on the

Brahmaputra and the Sutlej, but no treaty comparable to the Indus Waters Treaty governs the eastern

rivers, and seasonal data-sharing is not the same as notification of structural risk.

CONCLUSION
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The correct conclusion is that India’s Himalayan problem is one of transmission rather than of ignorance:

the knowledge largely exists, and the failure lies between the institution that holds it and the household

that needs it. A serious response therefore has two halves, one domestic and one diplomatic.

Domestically, hazard information must be reclassified as a public entitlement, delivered in local languages,

rehearsed through community drills, and written into infrastructure appraisal as a binding constraint.

Diplomatically, India should press for a Himalaya-wide seismic and hydrological data-sharing arrangement,

on the argument that a mountain range which behaves as one rock cannot be governed as six separate

ones.
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