
An earlyMarch heat spike has raised concerns
of a long summer as El Niño risks grow.While
India ismore prepared now, gaps in planning,
funding and implementation persist
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OnMarch11,themaximumtemperature
in Delhi touched 36.8°C, making it the
hottestMarchday in half a century. The
unprecedentedspike rangalarmbells as
it signalledanearlyonsetof summer.

Thoughtemperatureshavecooled
since thenandareexpected tostay that
way till theendofMarch, thedevelop-
ment—themercuryshootingupso
early in theyear—isominous.

Weathermensay theearlyonsetof
ElNiño,whichcouldseeaweaksouth-
westmonsoon in2026,means India
mighthave tobrace fora long,hard
summer thisyearwithmore intense
andfrequentheatwaves.

“Therecentspellof suddentem-
peraturespikesmighthavesubsidedfor
nowduetosomepre-monsoonactivity
alongtheHimalayas,but thatdoesnot
meantemperatureswill staypleasant in
AprilandMay. Infact,ourassessment
showsitwillbeanintensesummerthis
year,” saidMaheshPalawat,
vicepresident (meteorologyandclimate
change)atSkymetWeatherServices.

Thestate-runIndia
MeteorologicalDepart-
ment (IMD) in its last
forecast said that
“above-normal’maxi-
mumandminimum
temperatureswere
expectedovermost
partsof thecountry in
theMarchtoMay
periodof2026,barring
fewpocketsof southern
peninsular India, central and
North-West India.

WithMarchbeingspared fromthis
intenseheatafter the initial fewdays,
thepossibility is thatApril andMay
couldbehot.A longandharshsummer
coupledwithdelayedorunevenonset
of thesouthwestmonsoondue toEl
Ninocouldaffect sowingofkharif crops
thatusually starts inJunewith the
onsetofmonsoon.

Experts said thoughIndia’s irriga-
tioncoveragehasconsiderably
improved in the last fewyears, large
tractsof farmlandstill arevulnerable to
themonsoon’svagaries.

Oilseedsandpulsesare themain
crops thatareparticularlyvulnerable to
unevenmonsoon in thekharif seasonas
theyaremostlygrownon landdepend-
entonrainfed irrigation.Uncertainty
over steadysuppliesofkeycrop
nutrientsdue to theWestAsiacrisishas
furthermuddled theoutlook.

Reasonsforthespike
Studies showthat thespike inMarch
wasnot limited toNorth Indiaalone.

AnanalysisbyClimateTrends,
aDelhi-basedconsultancy, shows
that inMarch,heatwaveor severeheat-
waveconditionsgripped isolated
pocketsofHimachalPradesh,with
maximumdaytimetemperatures
markedlyabovenormalby5.1–8°C.
Heatwaveconditionsalsogripped
Vidarbha inMaharashtra,where tem-
peratureswereabovenormalby3.1–5°C.

Thereport states thatwinterended
early inNorth Indiaasclimatechange
overrode thecoolingeffectsofLaNiña
(whichset inglobally fromDecember),
drivingearlyheatwavesandshrinking
the Indianwinter.

“Despite lastyear’sLaNiñacondi-
tions that typicallycoolglobal tempera-
tures, globalwarming is reshaping
long-standingweatherpatterns,”Cli-
mateTrendssaid.

This isnot thefirst timeglobal
warminghasmuscledoutLaNiña.

In2025, theall-Indiaannualmean
landsurfaceair temperaturewas0.28°C
higher thanthe1991–2020 long-term
average,making it theeighthwarmest
year since1901,despite itbeingaLa
Niñayear.

Thereport said that since2020, four
yearshavecarriedLaNiñaconditions,
the lastbeing2023.

Undernormalcircumstances,La
Niñawouldhavepulledglobal tempera-
turesdown,but instead, relentless
greenhousegasemissionskeptpushing
themup,andeachof thoseyears still
found itsplaceamongthewarmest in
recordedhistory.

In2026,according toscientists,La

Niña-ledcoolingwasbriefandunable
to reverse the long-termwarming
causedbyrecord levelsofgreenhouse
gases in theatmosphere.

ClimateTrendsconcludedthatas
climatechangeacceleratesglobal
warming, the reliabilityofnatural
climatecycles suchasLaNiñaandEl
Niño is increasinglybeingdisrupted,
makingseasonalweatherpatterns
unpredictable.

HeatriskinIndia
TheearlyMarchheat spikewasnota
one-off.Heatwavesarebecoming
increasinglywidespread.

According toa2025studycon-
ductedbyaNewDelhi-basedpolicy
think tank, theCouncilonEnergy,
EnvironmentandWater (CEEW),
around57percentof Indiandistricts,
hometo76percentof thecountry’s
population,arecurrentlyat riskofhigh
toveryhighheat. It foundthat417outof
734 Indiandistricts fall in thehighand
veryhighriskcategories (151underhigh
and266underveryhighrisk).

Another201districtswere in the
moderatecategory, and116 ineither low
orvery lowcategories.Thisdoesnot

meanthesedistrictsare
freeofheat risk–only
that it is less thanthat
facedbyotherdistricts,
CEEWsaid.

Thestudy identified
the10statesandUnion
Territorieswith the
highestheat risk
asDelhi,Maharashtra,
Goa,Kerala,Gujarat,
Rajasthan,TamilNadu,

AndhraPradesh,MadhyaPradesh,
andUttarPradesh.

“Extremeheat isalreadyhavinga
multifaceted impactonday-to-day life,
strainingpublichealthsystems,push-
ingpowerdemandtorecordhighs,
damagingcrops,depletingwater
resources, andreducing theproductiv-
ityofhumans, livestock,andagricul-
ture.Due toheat stress, Indiacould lose
theequivalentof 35million full-time
jobsandexperiencea4.5percent reduc-
tion ingrossdomesticproduct (GDP)by
2030,”CEEWwarned.

HowpreparedisIndia?
Studies showthatalthoughIndia’spre-
paredness forheatwaveshas improved
significantlyover thepastdecade,with
agrowingemphasisonearlywarning
systems, coordinatedresponsestrat-
egiesandpublicawareness, thingsstill
remain far fromideal.

The IMDnowissuesheatwave fore-
castsandalerts, allowingstate
governments toactivate response
measures in time.

This shifthasbeendriven inpartby
theNationalDisasterManagement
Authority,which issuednational
guidelines forheatwavemanagement
back in2016.

Since then, Indiahas increasingly
adoptedHeatActionPlans (HAPs),with
more than250citiesand
districtsacross23heat-
pronestatesnowrepor-
tingoperationalplans,
according to
governmentdata.

However, experts
saymanyof these
measures remain
limited inscopeor
poorly implemented.

AdityaValiathan
Pillai, a climate
researcheratKing’sCol-
legeLondon, said responses toheat-
wavesarebasedonemergency
measures issuedat thenationalor state
level.HAPsoftenhouse long-term
measures thathavenotbeen institu-
tionalisedyet.

Directives fromhigher levelsdrive
emergencymeasures thatare important
but theyseemtohaveweakereffectson
policy,” saidPillai.Headdedthatwhile
bureaucratsathigher levelsareawareof
heatwave issues, governmentworkers
whoactually implementmitigation
measuresare far lessaware.

“HAPisa fairlynewphenomenon
and is still in theprocessofgetting
rooted inurban localbodiesandpan-
chayats. It is inanadolescencephase
butneeds tomature fastgiventhescale
of the threat,”headded.

Structuralgaps inplanning further
weakentheeffectivenessof these
measures.

Areviewof37HAPsconductedby
theNewDelhi-basedCentre forPolicy
Research (CPR) foundthatonly two
includedsystematicvulnerability
assessments.This limits theabilityof
authorities to identifyandtargethigh-
riskpopulationseffectively.

“ManyHAPsbroadly list vulnerable
groupssuchaselderlypeople,outdoor
workers, andpregnantwomen,but they
donot identifywhere thesepopulations
areconcentratedorhowtheyshouldbe
specificallyprotected,” saidaclimate
policyexpertwhostudies
occupationalheat.

According toCEEW,although
India’sprimarystrategy for tackling
extremeheat is throughHAPs, they
need further strengthening, since95per
centofHAPs lackadetailedassessment
ofheat risksandvulnerabilities. “This
gapmakes it challenging forauthorities
topinpointandprioritisehigh-risk
areasandallocatefinancial resources
effectively.This isparticularly relevant
asheatwaves, since2024,arenoweli-
gible forfinancingunder statedisaster
mitigation funds,”CEEWsaid.

ApekshitaVarshney, founderof
HeatWatch,anon-profitplatformwork-
ingonextremeheatandclimateadapta-
tion, said thereal scaleof India’sheat
crisis is feltbycommunities in the
informal sectorwhohavenoplatform
toreport it.

“Heat is lethal for some
andmerelyuncomfortable forothers,”
shesaid.

Whyfinancingremainsachallenge
At thenational level, the 16thFinance
Commissionhas recommendedthe
inclusionofheatwaveas the13thdis-
astercoveredby theDisasterManage-
mentActof2005.

“(The)notificationgivesheatwaves
thesamevalidityand importanceas
anyotherdisasterand increases
accountabilityof responsibledepart-
ments,” saidPillai.

At thestate level,Pillai said that
11 stateshavenotified itasadisaster,
whichenables themtouse10percent
of their statedisaster relief fund,
which is sharedwithother
state-notifieddisasters.

TheanalysisconductedbyCPR
foundthatonlythreeoutof37plans
clearly identifiedsourcesforfunds,high-
lightingalack ofdedicatedfundingand
resourceplanning.

Varshneybelieves that recognition
at thestate level ismeaningfulbutnot
enough. “Untilwehavecentralnotifica-
tion, ring-fencedbudgets, andmanda-
toryexpenditure reporting,
accountabilitywill remainelusive,”
shesaid.

Shealsocalled foramuchmore
seriousconversationaroundextended
producer responsibility (EPR) forheat
management.EPRisapolicyapproach
thatholdsproducers, importers, and

brandownersaccount-
able for takingnecess-
arysteps tomitigate
heatproducedasa
resultof their commer-
cial activity.“The ‘pol-
luterpays’principle
mustapplyhere.
Finance foradaptation
andtheresources to
liveadignified life
mustflowfromthose
whohavecontributed
most to thiscrisis,

nationallyand internationally.”
Urbanplanningand infrastructure

arealso inadequately integrated into
manyheat strategies.Rapid
urbanisationhas increased theurban
heat islandeffect,particularly in
denselybuilt citieswhereconcrete
surfaces trapheat.However, several
city-levelplansdonotadequately ident-
ifyheathotspotsor incorporate long-
termurbanplanningmeasures.

Asheatwavesgrowmore frequent
and intense, experts say thenextphase
ofpreparednessmustmovebeyond
emergencyresponse. Itwill require
strongercoordinationbetween labour,
health,urbandevelopment, anddis-
astermanagementdepartments—
backedbydedicated fundinganda
long-termmitigationroadmap.

Dealingwith
summerof ’26
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