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Assam’s Floods in a Warming World
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Floods in Assam are no longer explained simply by the arrival of the
monsoon. Flooding has always been part of life in the Brahmaputra and
Barak valleys, but a changing climate, shifting river behaviour and
growing human pressure on vulnerable landscapes are making the

challenge increasingly complex.
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The emerging concern is not that every flood has a single cause. Rather,
several factors can now interact at the same time: intense rainfall,
runoff from upstream catchments, changing sediment loads, erosion and
the growing concentration of people and infrastructure in flood-prone
areas. When these pressures coincide, the consequences can be far

more severe.

Scientists increasingly describe such interactions as compound events.
A period of intense rainfall, for example, can combine with high
upstream flows and sediment-choked channels, reducing the capacity of
a river system to absorb additional water. The result may be sudden or

prolonged flooding across areas that are already highly vulnerable.

Assam's exposure is enormous. According to the Assam Water Resources
Department, about 31.05 lakh hectares, or 39.58 per cent of the State's
land area, is flood-prone. Records cited by the department put the
average annual area affected by floods at 9.31 lakh hectares. The
department has also historically estimated average annual flood losses
at around X200 crore, although the real economic and social costs of

individual disasters can be far higher.

Climate projections add another layer of concern. A recent World Bank
technical note says extreme rainfall events in Assam could increase by 5
to 38 per cent relative to the baseline, while flood events are projected
to rise by more than 25 per cent in 33 of the State's 35 districts. Such
projections should not be read as a forecast for any particular flood.
They do, however, point towards a future in which extreme hydrological

events may become a more serious and widespread risk.
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This matters because average rainfall alone does not tell the full story.
Assam has seen concern over the changing distribution and intensity of
rainfall, including heavy downpours over short periods. The State's
climate and health action plan notes that average monsoon rainfall has
shown a declining trend over a long historical period even as extreme
rainfall and sudden downpour days associated with flooding have

increased.

The Brahmaputra's future behaviour is another major concern. A
scientific review of climate change impacts on the Brahmaputra
floodplain cited projections of around a 13 per cent increase in annual
streamflow under one climate-change scenario. The same review noted
projections of a 40 per cent rise in annual sediment load by the end of
the 2075-2100 period, compared with an earlier baseline. These are
long-term model projections, not measurements of present-day change,
but they underline the scale of uncertainty facing one of the world's

most dynamic river systems.

Sediment is particularly important in Assam. The Brahmaputra is a
highly mobile, sediment-rich river. Changes in sediment supply, erosion
and deposition can alter channels, affect riverbanks and influence how
water spreads across the floodplain. More recent modelling also points
to the possibility of intensified high flows in the Brahmaputra basin

under future climate scenarios.

Climate change, however, is only one part of the story.
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Human activity can turn a natural hazard into a larger disaster.
Encroachment on floodplains and wetlands, loss of natural drainage
channels, deforestation, poorly planned infrastructure and settlement in
highly exposed areas can all increase vulnerability. The Ministry of Jal
Shakti has itself noted that Assam's recurring flood problem is
compounded by factors including embankment breaches,

encroachments, deforestation and poor drainage.

This is where the question of exposure becomes critical. Floodwater
entering an open floodplain and floodwater entering a densely populated
settlement do not produce the same disaster. As more homes, roads,
businesses and public infrastructure occupy vulnerable landscapes, the

potential human and economic losses rise.

The answer, therefore, cannot be limited to responding after the water

arrives.

Assam needs a stronger long-term approach to living with its rivers.
That means better understanding river and sediment dynamics across
the entire basin, protecting wetlands and natural drainage systems,
restoring degraded catchments and regulating construction in high-risk
areas. Floodplain management and land-use planning must become as

important as embankments and emergency relief.

Urban areas require particular attention. In Guwahati and other
expanding towns, rapid construction and the loss or obstruction of
natural drainage can turn intense rainfall into severe urban flooding.
Protecting water channels, wetlands and low-lying drainage routes must
be treated as essential infrastructure rather than as an obstacle to

development.
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There is also a need to move from a largely reactive model towards risk-
based planning. Better forecasting and early warning remain vital, but
they must be linked to evacuation planning, resilient housing, protection
of livelihoods and support for communities repeatedly displaced by

floods and erosion.

Assam cannot stop the monsoon or eliminate flooding from a landscape
shaped by great rivers. Nor should every flood be automatically
attributed to climate change. But the scientific evidence increasingly
suggests that climate change is altering the risks surrounding rainfall
and river flows, while human actions are increasing exposure and

vulnerability.

That is the real challenge facing Assam.

The future of flood management will depend not simply on how quickly
relief reaches people after a disaster, but on whether the State can
reduce avoidable risks before the next extreme event arrives. In a
warming world, learning to live with the Brahmaputra and its tributaries
—without further weakening the ecological systems that sustain them—

may be one of Assam's most urgent development challenges.
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BY MOWSAM HAZARIKA

A heartfelt tribute to poet Anis Uz Zaman

Page 5 of 6


http://127.0.0.1:3008/author/Mowsam%20Hazarika
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/a-heartfelt-tribute-to-poet-anis-uz-zaman

Assam Times — assamtimes.org

Assam’s Roads Are Becoming Death Traps
Journalist Pranay Bordoloi Summits Mount Kilimanjaro on Independence Day
Kaziranga Under Pressure: Rethinking Protection in an Age of Development

When Science Walked with the People

ON THIS DAY

9 Assam Workers Killed in Ennore Power Plant Mishap

BJP suspends Dibon Deka

Children-literateur Gagan Chandra Adhikari's death condoled
BJP leader surrenders before police

Bijitt Gwra Narzary new BTC EM

RELATED

Restoring Forest Food Sources to Address Goalpara’s Human-Elephant Conflict
Zubeen Garg: Assam, Society and the Rhythm of a Universal Vision

Lost Winters and Tropical Nights

Surviving patriarchy beyond care

Lakes: The lifeblood of our planet

Page 6 of 6


http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/assams-roads-are-becoming-death-traps
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/journalist-pranay-bordoloi-summits-mount-kilimanjaro-on-independence-day
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/kaziranga-under-pressure-rethinking-protection-in-an-age-of-development
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/when-science-walked-with-the-people
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/9-assam-workers-killed-in-ennore-power-plant-mishap-23596
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/bjp-suspends-dibon-deka-22588
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/children-literateur-gagan-chandra-adhikari-s-death-condoled-22587
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/bjp-leader-surrenders-before-police-22586
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/bijitt-gwra-narzary-new-btc-em-22180
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/restoring-forest-food-sources-to-address-goalparas-human-elephant-conflict-2
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/zubeen-garg-assam-society-and-the-rhythm-of-a-universal-vision
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/lost-winters-and-tropical-nights
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/surviving-patriarchy-beyond-care
http://127.0.0.1:3008/article/lakes-the-lifeblood-of-our-planet

