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Clouds over
the forecast

Nearnormal monsoon: IMD’s
new categorisationis confusing

nMonday, the Indian Meteorological Department
(IMD) predicted “near normal” southwest monsoon
rainfall this year,even as it downplayed theimpact
of the El Nino weather phenomenon. The IMD’s
forecast deviates from that of private forecasting
company, Skymet Weather, which, on April 5, predicted a “below
normal” monsoon — about 93% of the
Long Period Average . While the IMD’s Ourta.ke
prediction — a near-normal and well-
distributed monsoon—should have made the country happy, its
new categorisation (near normal) has led to disquiet in some
quarters. While senior met officials have downplayed the issue,
saying there is not much difference berween near normal and
normal monsoon, two important questions are being raised.
First, if there is no difference, why did the IMD come up with a
new category (especially in a poll year)? Secondly, is the agency
trying roleave itself with wriggle room in caseits prediction goes
wrong? Adding to the confusion is another aspect of the predic-
tion: “Thereis amoderate chance of abelow normal monsoon.”
These fears are understandable because forecasting the mon-
soonremains a difficult job, especially as four in every 10 mon-
soons are classified as abnormal. In view of the fact that the mon-

soon 1s an important factor in India’s economic and social life,
the IMD should have kept the categorisation straightforward.

While everyone in Indiais obsessed with the movement of the
monsoon, what often gets overlooked is how best toharvest this
gift of nature. Ina country where two-thirds of the fields lack irri-
gation, and groundwater is fast depleting, there is hardly much
being done to, as the late environmentalist, Anil Agarwal, often
said, “catch water whereit falls”. Along with focusing our ener-
gies on prediction, time and effort must be invested in conserving
thebounty. The Indian government must alsoinvest in weather
prediction capabilities, which will remain poor withoutinvest-
ments on three fronts: frequent supercomputing upgrades; an
increasein weather observartion data; and a significant boost in
scientific manpower. After all, as a scientist at the National Cen-
tre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasting told the Mint news-
paper last year, “Seven billion people are changing the climate.
Itis hard for afew hundred scientists to keep pace with it.”
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