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Anthropogenic warming and intraseasonal summer monsoon

variability amplify the risk of future flash droughts in India
Vimal Mishra 1,2✉, Saran Aadhar 1 and Shanti Shwarup Mahto 2

Flash droughts cause rapid depletion in root-zone soil moisture and severely affect crop health and irrigation water demands.

However, their occurrence and impacts in the current and future climate in India remain unknown. Here we use observations and

model simulations from the large ensemble of Community Earth System Model to quantify the risk of flash droughts in India. Root-

zone soil moisture simulations conducted using Variable Infiltration Capacity model show that flash droughts predominantly occur

during the summer monsoon season (June–September) and driven by the intraseasonal variability of monsoon rainfall. Positive

temperature anomalies during the monsoon break rapidly deplete soil moisture, which is further exacerbated by the land-

atmospheric feedback. The worst flash drought in the observed (1951–2016) climate occurred in 1979, affecting more than 40% of

the country. The frequency of concurrent hot and dry extremes is projected to rise by about five-fold, causing approximately seven-

fold increase in flash droughts like 1979 by the end of the 21st century. The increased risk of flash droughts in the future is

attributed to intraseasonal variability of the summer monsoon rainfall and anthropogenic warming, which can have deleterious

implications for crop production, irrigation demands, and groundwater abstraction in India.
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INTRODUCTION

A large fraction of 1.4 billion people in India depends on
agriculture for their livelihood. Agriculture contributes consider-
ably to the Indian gross domestic product (GDP)1. Weather and
climate extremes hamper food production, farm-income, and
overall well-being of the people living in India2–6. India
experiences droughts that can lead to a prolonged period of
water scarcity7,8. Droughts pose deleterious impacts on natural
resources, crop production, and environment1,8–10. Since the
summer monsoon rainfall is the primary source of surface water
availability in the large part of the country, the onset of droughts
in India is well associated with the failure of the summer
monsoon1,11. Year-to-year variability of the summer monsoon
precipitation in India is linked with the large-scale atmospheric
and oceanic forcing7,12,13. Positive sea surface temperature (SST)
anomalies over the central Pacific Ocean (El Nino) often result in
weaker summer monsoon leading to meteorological droughts in
India1,9,14. Persistent meteorological droughts translate to agricul-
tural and hydrological droughts, which cause devastating impacts
on food production and water availability in the country15–17.
Causes and consequences of droughts caused by the failure of

the summer monsoon in India are well studied1,12,18–20. However,
drivers and impacts of flash droughts21,22 in India are not
examined. Flash droughts occur due to the rapid depletion of
soil moisture caused either by precipitation deficit or increased air
temperature or both21–25. Favourable crop growing conditions can
translate to extreme dry conditions within a few days to weeks
due to flash droughts22,26. Therefore, flash droughts in the crop
growing season adversely affect agriculture and ecosystem
leading to considerable economic losses26–28. Understanding of
flash droughts in India is vital as agricultural activities heavily rely
on the summer monsoon and groundwater based irrigation9,29.
Thus, the increased frequency of flash droughts during the crop
growing season can result in increased irrigation demands.
Increased irrigation demands in a large area in short-time can

lead to increased groundwater pumping from the already
depleting aquifers in India29,30.
India is projected to witness extreme climatic conditions in the

future9,31–35. Extreme hot and dry conditions that lead to flash
droughts can occur more frequently under climate change32.
However, increased risk of flash droughts under a warming
climate is less recognized22,36,37 in comparison to conventional
droughts38–42. Given the significant rise in the warming that is
projected in the future in India31,32,43,44, the risk of flash droughts
in the future in India seems unavoidable. However, the changes in
the frequency and characteristics of flash droughts in India are not
examined. Here, we use observations and large ensemble
simulations from the Community Earth System Model (CESM-
LENS) to reconstruct root-zone soil moisture for the observed
(1951–2016) and future climate. The root-zone soil moisture was
used to examine the role of anthropogenic warming on the
projected changes in the frequency of flash droughts in India.

RESULTS

Flash droughts in the observed climate, 1951–2016

First, we identify the major flash droughts that occurred during
the observed climate (1951–2016) in India. We used the VIC model
simulated soil moisture using the observed meteorological forcing
from the India meteorological department (IMD45,46). The VIC
model estimates evapotranspiration using Penman–Monteith
method, which avoids uncertainty that can arise due to estimation
of evaporative demands based on just temperature47,48. Due to
the lack of long-term root-zone soil moisture observations, soil
moisture simulated using the land surface models has been widely
used for the drought assessment17,18,49,50. The performance of the
VIC simulated hydrologic variables was carefully evaluated against
in-situ and satellite-based observations in the previous stu-
dies17,51. The VIC model simulations were successfully evaluated
against observed streamflow, evapotranspiration (ET), and soil
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moisture17,51. Also, the VIC model-simulated soil moisture was
compared against soil moisture from Global Land Evaporation
Amsterdam Model (GLEAM52) and soil moisture from ERA-5
(Supplementary Fig. 1). The VIC simulated soil moisture anomalies
compare well against the GLEAM and ERA-5 products (Supple-
mentary Fig. 1), which further provides us with the confidence to
use the VIC model-simulated soil moisture for the flash drought
assessment in India.
Flash droughts (Supplementary Fig. 2, see methods for details)

were identified using the all-India averaged VIC model-simulated
soil moisture for the observed period of 1951–2016 (Fig. 1a). All 15
flash droughts occurred during the summer monsoon season
(Fig. 1a, Supplementary Table 1). Flash drought characteristics
including duration (in pentad—5-day period), intensity, and areal
extent were estimated for India and overall severity score
(duration × intensity × areal extent)16 was used to rank flash
droughts. The overall severity score combines the three char-
acteristics of flash drought and provides indirect information on
the impacts16. We assume that a widespread, longer-lasting, and
intense flash drought can cause harmful consequences for crop

production. The top five flash droughts based on the overall
severity score occurred in 1951, 1979, 1986, 2005, and 2009
(Supplementary Table 1). The 1979 flash drought had the highest
overall severity score (Supplementary Table 1). The second-ranked
flash drought occurred in 2009 (Supplementary Table 1). The
duration estimated using all-India averaged soil moisture percen-
tile for 1979, and 2009 flash droughts were 10 and 5 pentads,
respectively (Fig. 1a, Supplementary Table 1). The 1979 flash
drought affected more than 40% of the country, while about 28%
of India was influenced by the 2009 flash drought (Fig. 1). The
longest-lasting flash drought occurred in 1986 with a duration of
16 pentads. Out of 15 flash droughts, ten occurred after 1980.
Moreover, the flash droughts of 2005 and 2009 had the warmest
mean temperature anomalies (Supplementary Table 1). Overall,
there has been an increase in the frequency of flash droughts in
the post-1980 period in India. Also, the 1979 flash drought of
the monsoon season was the worst event that the country
experienced during the entire record of 1951–2016 (Fig. 1).
As the 1979 flash drought was the worst event that India faced

during 1951–2016, we further diagnosed the spatial and temporal
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Fig. 1 Flash droughts in the observed climate in India during 1951–2016. a Duration and overall severity score (color scale) of flash
droughts in India, b Soil moisture percentile of 1979 flash drought during its peak intensity, c mean precipitation anomaly during the 1979
flash drought, d mean temperature anomaly during 1979 flash drought, and e evolution of the 1979 flash drought in India shown using soil
moisture percentile and precipitation/temperature anomalies. Shaded pink region in e shows the duration of the 1979 flash drought. Vertical
dotted black lines in e show the summer monsoon season (30th to 55th pentad).
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patterns associated with precipitation, air temperature, and soil
moisture (Fig. 1b–e). During the peak intensity (48th pentad,
Supplementary Table 1), soil moisture percentiles were signifi-
cantly low in the Indo-Gangetic Plain, eastern parts, and Western
Ghats of India (Fig. 1b). Thus, the 1979 flash drought was not
localized; rather it covered a large part (~40%) of the country.
More importantly, the Indo-Gangetic Plain was significantly
affected by the flash drought of 1979. Standardized precipitation
anomalies averaged over the entire duration (10 pentads) of the
1979 flash drought showed that a large part of the north and
central India experienced lower than normal precipitation, which
triggered the flash drought. A strong warm temperature anomaly
that caused high evaporative demand was present in the large
part over the Indo-Gangetic Plain and eastern India (Fig. 1d). The
1979 flash drought occurred between 45 and 55th pentad, which
is part of the monsoon season (30–55 pentad) (Fig. 1e). The flash
drought was caused by the dry period that started around 45th
pentad. The peak intensity of flash drought based on soil moisture
percentile occurred three pentads later (i.e. 48th pentad).
Precipitation break and depleted soil moisture exacerbated the
warm temperature anomalies due to increased evaporative
demands (Fig. 1e). Therefore, the positive temperature anomaly
of more than 2 °C was caused by the monsoon break and land-
atmosphere feedback53,54.

Drivers of flash droughts in India

Atmospheric conditions [geopotential height at 500hPa, mean sea
level pressure, wind at 850 hPa, and integrated water vapour
(IWV)] were analyzed for the flash drought of 1979 (Supplemen-
tary Fig. 3). Atmospheric anomalies for one pentad before the
onset, during peak intensity, and one pentad after the termination
of the flash drought were analyzed (Supplementary Fig. 3).
Negative geopotential height anomaly was centred over India
before the onset of the 1979 flash drought. A large part of the
country experienced positive geopotential height anomaly during
the peak of the 1979 flash drought. Negative geopotential height
anomaly was observed after the termination of the flash drought.
Similarly, mean sea level pressure and lower tropospheric wind
anomalies indicate favourable conditions of an active phase of the
summer monsoon53,55 before the onset of the 1979 flash drought.
A strong flow of moisture carrying westerly winds from the Indian
Ocean and low pressure over India resulted in positive rainfall
anomalies before the onset of the flash drought (Fig. 1e,
Supplementary Fig. 3). However, during the peak of the flash
drought, positive mean sea level pressure and weak moisture
carrying wind flow exhibit the condition that resembles the
monsoon break53,55,56 (Fig. 1e). After the termination of the 1979
flash drought, the negative sea level pressure and westerly wind
flow over the Indo-Gangetic Plain were present (Supplementary
Fig. 3). Since the termination of the flash drought overlaps with
the end of the monsoon season, strong westerly wind flow from
ocean to land was not seen after the termination of the flash
drought (Supplementary Fig. 3). Similar conditions that favoured
rainfall before the onset, during the peak, and after the
termination of the 1979 flash drought were noticed from the
integrated water vapour anomalies (Supplementary Fig. 3).
Overall, geopotential height, mean sea level pressure, wind, and
integrated water vapour anomalies indicate the atmospheric
drivers of the worst flash drought that occurred during 1979–2016
period in India exhibit the patterns similar to those occurring
during the monsoon break.
We constructed composite of geopotential height (at 500hPa),

mean sea level pressure, wind (at 850 hPa), and integrated water
vapour anomalies for all the flash droughts that occurred during
1979–2016 to examine the role of atmospheric anomalies during
the flash droughts in India (Fig. 2, Supplementary Figs 4,5). Out of
15, four flash droughts that occurred before 1979 (1951, 1954, and

1963) were excluded from the composite analysis as ERA-5
reanalysis is available only after 1979. Positive geopotential height,
high mean sea level pressure, weaker lower tropospheric winds,
and negative integrated water vapour anomalies occur during the
peak of the flash droughts (Fig. 2a–c, Supplementary Figs 4,5).
Long monsoon breaks cause a rise in air temperature56, which can
further exacerbate soil moisture depletion54,57. We derived the
composites of atmospheric variables for all the concurrent
extreme hot (temperature anomaly more than one standard
deviation) and dry (soil moisture anomaly less than −1 standard
deviation) pentads in the monsoon season during 1979–2016. We
did so to confirm if the atmospheric conditions during the flash
droughts are associated with the low soil moisture and high
temperature (Fig. 2d–f). Atmospheric conditions during the
concurrent extreme hot and dry pentads are similar to those
obtained during the peak flash droughts. Thus, the flash droughts
during the monsoon season are triggered by the monsoon breaks
and amplified by the land-atmospheric interaction leading to
extreme hot and dry conditions. Moreover, composites obtained
for the peak flash droughts and extreme hot and dry conditions
are consistent with the monsoon breaks53,55,56.
The monsoon breaks are associated with the weakening of

lower tropospheric moisture carrying westerly winds, which in
turn result in a deficit in integrated water vapour flux over land58.
In contrast, concurrent extreme wet (soil moisture anomaly above
one std) and cool (temperature anomaly below one std) anomaly
pentads show atmospheric signatures that resemble the active
phase of the summer monsoon53,59–61. For instance, negative
geopotential height and mean sea level pressure anomalies give
rise to strong monsoonal flow that increases moisture carrying
clouds over the land during the active phase of the summer
monsoon (Fig. 2g–i). Overall, breaks during the summer monsoon
can cause concurrent extreme hot and dry conditions that rapidly
deplete soil moisture leading to flash droughts in India. Also, the
frequency of extreme hot pentads has increased during
1951–2016, which is likely to increase in the future, causing more
favourable conditions for flash droughts under the warming
climate (Supplementary Fig. 6).

Flash droughts in the future climate

Next, we examined if the concurrent extreme dry and hot
conditions that cause flash droughts during the monsoon will
occur more frequently in a warming climate. We used a large
ensemble from the fully coupled Community Earth System Model
(CESM-LENS62). The CESM-LENS simulations are available from 40
ensemble members, which capture the summer monsoon
precipitation variability and its coupling with sea surface
temperature (SST) reasonably well9. In contrast to most global
climate models from the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project
−5 (CMIP-5)63,64, CESM-LENS reproduces coupled variability
between the number of rainy days (days with precipitation more
than 1mm) and SST reasonably well during the summer monsoon
season (Supplementary Fig. 7). For instance, the role of El Nino
Southern Oscillation (ENSO) and Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) on the
number of rainy days during the monsoon is well captured in the
first mode of coupled variability identified using Maximum
Covariance Analysis (MCA9,65). CESM-LENS simulations effectively
capture the seasonal cycle of precipitation and air temperature
over India (Supplementary Fig. 8). Since daily root-zone soil
moisture simulations are not available directly from CESM-LENS,
the VIC model was used to simulate soil moisture for each CESM-
LENS ensemble member for 1920–2100 period. As expected, there
is a bias between root-zone soil moisture from the CESM-LENS and
observed forcing from the IMD, which can be attributed to cool
bias in air temperature in the CESM-LENS (Supplementary Fig. 8).
Nonetheless, the bias does not have a significant influence in the
estimation of concurrent extreme hot, and dry pentads as the
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standardized soil moisture and air temperature anomalies were
estimated against the historical period of each CESM-LENS
ensemble member.
The frequency of extreme hot, dry, and concurrent hot and dry

pentads were estimated using the CESM-LENS simulations for

1951–2100 period (Fig. 3). A 30-year moving window analysis
shows a considerable rise in the frequency of extreme dry and
extreme hot pentads under the warming climate (Fig. 3). The
frequency of extreme dry pentads is projected to rise by a factor
of 2.5 (from the current period) by the end of the 21st century
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Fig. 2 Atmospheric anomalies composites for peak flash droughts during 1979–2016. a–c Anomaly composites of geopotential height (m),
mean sea level pressure (hPa), and integrated water vapor (kg/m/s) during the peak of flash droughts that occurred in India during 1979–2016,
d–f same as a–c but for all extreme dry and hot pentads during 1979–2016, and g–i same as a–c but for all extreme wet and cool pentads
during 1979–2016. Extreme dry and hot pentads were identified with soil moisture anomaly less than −1 standard deviation and temperature
anomaly more than +1 standard deviation. Pentad anomalies for each atmospheric variables were estimated using ERA-5 reanalysis data.
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(Fig. 3a). More importantly, the frequency of extreme hot pentads
is projected to increase by a factor of six by the end of the 21st
century based on CESM-LENS simulations under the RCP 8.5 (Fig.
3b). The significant increase in extreme dry and extreme hot
pentads is likely to result in a four-times rise in concurrent extreme
warm and dry pentads from the current level under the future
climate. Increase in concurrent extreme hot and dry pentads can
trigger more flash droughts in the future, which may get amplified
due to land-atmospheric interaction under the warming
climate66,67.
We estimated changes in the frequency of flash droughts like

1979 in the observed climate in the future. India experienced the
worst flash drought in 1979, which affected agriculture and water
availability in a large part of the country68. The flash drought
lasted about ten pentads, affected more than 40% of the country,
mean intensity was less than −1, and overall severity score
reached around 300. The frequency of flash droughts that crossed
the benchmark characteristics of the 1979 flash drought was
estimated using the CESM-LENS simulations (Fig. 4). More than
1200 years (30-year period from each of the 40 ensemble
members) simulations from CESM-LENS show that the frequency
of flash droughts with a duration of more than ten pentads is
projected to increase about six-fold by the end of 21st century
(Fig. 4a). Similarly, the frequency of flash droughts covering more
than 40% of the country is likely to rise approximately eight-fold

by the end of the 21st century (Fig. 4b). Moreover, the frequency
of flash droughts with mean intensity −1 or less is projected to
increase by 7-fold under the RCP 8.5 by the end of 21st century

(Fig. 4c). Combining all together, India may witness an increase of
about 7–8-fold rise in the frequency of flash droughts (like 1979)
by the end of the 21st century (Fig. 4d). Overall, the VIC model-
simulated soil moisture using CESM-LENS forcing show a

considerable rise in the concurrent extreme hot and dry pentads
and flash droughts under the projected future climate in India.

Causes of the projected increase in flash droughts in India

The frequency of flash droughts is projected to rise in the future

under warming climate despite the expected increase in the
summer monsoon precipitation64,69. The monsoon season pre-
cipitation is projected to rise by 8–10% under the future climate
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based on the CESM-LENS simulations9 (Supplementary Fig. 9). The
projected rise in the summer monsoon precipitation results in an
increase of 3–4% in the monsoon season root-zone soil moisture
indicating an overall warmer and wetter climate from the
agricultural activities perspective in the future (Supplementary
Fig. 9). If the monsoon season precipitation is projected to rise,
then what causes an increase in the hot and dry extreme and
more frequent severe flash droughts in the future? To address
this question, we examined the intraseasonal variability in the
projected changes in precipitation, air temperature, and soil
moisture during the monsoon season (Fig. 5). The projected
change in precipitation, air temperature, and soil moisture was
estimated for each pentad during the monsoon season against
the reference period of 1971–2000 using simulations from 40

ensemble members of CESM-LENS (Fig. 5). CESM-LENS simulations
project a considerable increase in precipitation during the early
monsoon (30–42 pentads) in the future climate. However,
precipitation is projected to decline during the late monsoon
season (43–55 pentad). The higher projected increase in the early
summer monsoon precipitation contributes to the projected rise
in the seasonal mean, indicating wetter conditions in the future
(Supplementary Fig. 9). While the projected decline in precipita-
tion during the late monsoon is not as high as the increase in the
early monsoon, it has implications for the response of soil
moisture with the changes in precipitation and temperature. Air
temperature is projected to rise by 2–3 °C in all the pentads during
the monsoon season (Fig. 5). The decline in precipitation
combined with the projected warming during the late monsoon
season results in 3–4% decrease in root-zone soil moisture
(Fig. 5c). Therefore, intraseasonal variability in precipitation along
with the significant warming gives rise to the frequency of flash
droughts during the late monsoon season under the warming
climate in India (Fig. 5d). The intraseasonal variability in summer
monsoon precipitation can be different in different global climate
models (GCMs). Notwithstanding our findings are based on a
single (CESM) GCM, the intraseasonal variability in summer
monsoon rainfall combined with increased air temperature under
the future climate can have a considerable influence on the
occurrence of flash droughts in India.

Role of anthropogenic warming

Concurrent hot and dry events and intraseasonal variability in the
monsoon season cause flash droughts in India. A majority of flash
droughts in the observed and future climate occur during the
monsoon season. We examined the role of greenhouse gas
emissions (GHG), industrial aerosols (AER), and land-use/land-
cover change (LULC) using the CESM simulations conducted under
the single-forcing experiment70 (see methods for more details). In
the single-forcing experiments, the effect of GHG, AER, and LULC
was kept the same as of 1920. Therefore, the influence of XGHG
(no GHG), XAER (no industrial aerosols), and XLULC (no land-use/
land-cover change) can be estimated by comparing to the CESM-
LENS simulations based on the all (ALL: natural+ anthropogenic)
forcing. We estimated concurrent extreme hot and dry events in
XGHG, XAER, XLULC, and compared with the same ensemble
members under the ALL scenario from the CESM-LENS (Fig. 6).
Anthropogenic GHG emissions have a significant influence on the
frequency of concurrent extreme hot and dry events (Fig. 6a). For
instance, the frequency of concurrent extreme hot and dry events
that cause flash droughts under the ALL scenario is significantly
higher than XGHG under the historical and projected future
climate (Fig. 6a). The risk ratio (ratio of the frequency of concurrent
hot and dry events in the ALL and the XGHG) of concurrent
extreme hot and dry events during the monsoon season projected
to be about 16–18 by the end of the 21st century (Fig. 6d).
Removal of industrial aerosols results in the rise of concurrent
extreme hot and dry events during the monsoon season in India.
Removal of industrial aerosols causes an increase in solar radiation
that can elevate air temperature70. However, the risk ratio (ALL/
XAER) remains less than one in both historical and projected
climate (Fig. 6b, e). The influence of LULC on the frequency of
concurrent hot and dry extremes during the monsoon season in
India was substantially lesser than that of GHG. Our soil moisture
simulations only account for the changes in meteorological
forcing (from CESM) caused by the LULC, which do not reflect
the influence of LULC changes on hydrological processes through
the land surface model (Fig. 6c, f). Overall, anthropogenic warming
caused by GHG emissions is directly linked with the occurrence of
concurrent extreme hot and dry events during the monsoon that
causes flash droughts in India. In addition to anthropogenic
warming, the intraseasonal variability in the monsoon season
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Fig. 5 Projections of precipitation, air temperature, soil moisture,
and frequency of flash droughts during the monsoon season from
CESM-LENS ensemble. a projected change in precipitation (%) for
the pentads during the monsoon season, b same as a but for air
temperature, c same as a but for soil moisture. Projected changes in
the end of 21st century (2071–2100) was estimated against the
reference period of 1971–2000. Shaded area in a–c shows the
uncertainty (estimated using one standard deviation) based on
the 40 ensemble members from CESM-LENS. d The frequency of
flash droughts that occurred during the monsoon season for
1971–2000 and 2071–2100 periods.

V. Mishra et al.

6

npj Climate and Atmospheric Science (2021)     1 Published in partnership with CECCR at King Abdulaziz University



precipitation also plays a vital role in the occurrence of flash
droughts.

DISCUSSION

Monsoon breaks and positive temperature anomalies caused the
observed flash droughts. Atmospheric conditions during flash
droughts resemble monsoon breaks with positive geopotential
and mean sea level pressure anomalies over land, causing
weakened westerly flow from the Indian Ocean. Among the
fifteen flash droughts identified in India during the observed
record of 1951–2016, the 1979 drought was the worst, which
affected about 40% of the entire country. The risk of concurrent
extreme hot and dry pentads and flash droughts was quantified
using the simulations from 40 ensemble members of CESM-LENS.
The frequency of concurrent extreme hot and dry pentads is
projected to rise considerably under the warming climate over
India. This increase in the frequency of concurrent hot and dry
extremes is projected to cause ~7–8 fold rise in the frequency of
flash droughts like the year 1979 flash drought in the observed
climate in India. The projected rise in the frequency of flash
droughts in India during the monsoon season is associated with

the intraseasonal variability in the monsoon season precipitation
and anthropogenic warming. Notwithstanding the projected rise
in the monsoon season precipitation in the future, the projected
increase in flash droughts during the monsoon season is largely
due to warming and decline in soil moisture in the late monsoon
season. The role of GHG, AER, and LULC was examined using the
simulations from the single-forcing experiment of CESM-LENS. The
anthropogenic warming caused by greenhouse gas emissions has
significantly increased the risk of concurrent hot and dry extremes
that cause flash droughts in the monsoon season in India.
Increased risk of flash droughts and concurrent hot and dry
extremes in the future will have implications for agriculture and
water availability. Widespread flash droughts and elevated
temperature during the crop growing seasons can increase the
irrigation demands indirectly impacting the depleting ground-
water resources in the country.

METHODS

Observed and projected climate data

We obtained gridded daily precipitation available at 0.25° from the India
Meteorology Department (IMD) for 1951–2016 period. The gridded
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greenhouse gas emission (XGHG), no industrial aerosols (XAER), and no land-use/land-cover change (XLULC) and under ALL (natural+
anthropogenic forcing) scenarios for 1951–2080, 1951–2080, and 1951–2029 periods, respectively. d–f Risk ratio (frequency in the ALL/
frequency in XGHG/XAER/XLULC) estimated for XGHG, XAER, and XLULC and ALL scenarios. The effect of GHG, AER, and LULC was estimated
using the single-forcing experiments from CESM for 20, 20, and 5 ensemble members, respectively.

V. Mishra et al.

7

Published in partnership with CECCR at King Abdulaziz University npj Climate and Atmospheric Science (2021)     1 



precipitation data are based on more than 6500 rainfall observation
stations located across India45. The gridded rainfall data captures the large-
scale variability in the Indian summer monsoon and orographic features of
rainfall in the foothills of Himalaya and Western Ghats45. The gridded
precipitation data has been widely used for drought assessment in
India17,71. Similar to gridded precipitation, gridded daily maximum and
minimum temperatures were also obtained from IMD. Gridded tempera-
ture data is based on more than 350 observation stations located across
India46. The dataset is available at 1° spatial and daily temporal resolution,
which was regridded to 0.25° using a Synergraphic Mapping algorithm that
considers the digital elevation model and lapse rate72.
We obtained daily precipitation, maximum and minimum temperatures,

and wind speed from the Community Earth System Model (CESM)-Large
Ensemble (LENS) project (http://www.cesm.ucar.edu/projects/community-
projects/LENS/)62. CESM-LENS provides fully coupled simulations at 1°
spatial resolution for 40 ensemble members for 1920–2100 period. Each
ensemble member was run using the same radiative forcing for the historic
(1920–2005) and future (2006–2100) but using a slightly different
atmospheric state62. Simulations for the projected future climate in
CESM-LENS are conducted for the Representative Concentration Pathway
(RCP) 8.5. RCP 8.5 is the high emission scenario that considers an increase
of 8.5 W/m2 in radiative forcing by the end of the 21st century. Apart from
precipitation and temperature, we obtained daily wind speed from CESM-
LENS for the same period (1920–2100). CESM-LENS simulations are widely
used for the assessment of drought and extreme climate events under the
future climate9,73,74. To examine the role of greenhouse gages (GHG),
industrial aerosols (AER), and land-use/land-cover (LULC) on extreme hot
and dry events, we used simulations from the “Single Forcing” experiments
of CESM-LENS70. The single-forcing experiment data from the CESM-LENS
is available to address the individual roles of different forcings. The
simulations were conducted using CESM1 with the same forcing,
configuration, and initialization protocols as CESM-LENS but keeping the
greenhouse gases, industrial aerosols, and LULC conditions fixed at 1920
while all other external anthropogenic and natural forcing factors follow
historical and RCP 8.5 scenarios. The XGHG (no greenhouse gas,
1920–2080), XAER (no industrial aerosols, 1920–2080), and XLULC (no
land-use/land-cover change, 1920–2029) have 20, 20, and 5 ensemble
members, respectively.

Soil moisture simulations

As daily soil moisture simulations are not available from CESM-LENS, the
Variable Infiltration Capacity (VIC) model75,76 was used to simulate soil
moisture using the observed and CESM-LENS forcing. The VIC model uses
daily precipitation, maximum and minimum temperatures, and wind speed
as meteorological inputs to simulate water budget. The VIC model (version:
4.2) was set up at 0.25° spatial resolution for entire India and run at full
water balance mode at daily time-step. The VIC model simulates water and
energy budget in each grid cell. Representation of sub-grid variability of
vegetation and topography makes the VIC model distinct from the other
land surface hydrological models. Vegetation parameters in the form of
land use and land cover were obtained from NOAA-AVHRR77 while soil
parameters were derived using the Harmonic World Soil Database (HWSD).
We used the calibrated soil parameters from Shah and Mishra (2016)51 and
Mishra et al. (2018)17 for the VIC model. Six soil parameters were manually
calibrated using the observed streamflow and performance of the VIC
simulated soil moisture was evaluated against the in-situ and satellite-
based soil moisture and evapotranspiration (ET)51. The VIC model estimates
ET using Penman–Monteith method and has been used in the previous
studies for estimating soil moisture based on flash droughts25,78. The
meteorological forcing data were regridded to 0.25° using bilinear
interpolation to conduct simulations using 40 ensemble members of
CESM-LENS using the VIC model. Similarly, the VIC model simulations were
conducted for XGHG, XAER, and XLULC scenarios for the 20, 20, and 5
ensemble members of CESM-LENS under the single-forcing experiment. To
examine the influence of interpolation, we compared raw and regridded
precipitation and temperatures. All-India averaged precipitation and
temperature from the raw (at 1°), and regridded forcing at 0.25° was not
found significantly different. A spin-up period of 20 years was used to
make the VIC model simulations stable. The VIC simulated root-zone soil
moisture (60cm17) was used for the identification of flash droughts and
concurrent hot and dry extremes in India under the observed and
projected future climate. Atmospheric variables (geopotential height,
mean sea level pressure, integrated water vapor, and wind) were obtained
from ERA-5 reanalysis to examine the drivers of the flash droughts.

Identification of flash droughts

Flash drought can be identified using precipitation, evapotranspiration, and
soil moisture21,22. We used root-zone soil moisture simulated using the VIC
model to identify flash droughts in India. We estimated mean soil moisture
for each pentad (five-day period) in a calendar year. Therefore, 365/366 days
were distributed in total of 73 pentads in a given year. The monsoon season
(June–September) ranges from 30–55 pentad. After estimating the mean soil
moisture for each pentad, percentile values were assigned for each pentad
considering the climatology of 1951–2005 period. Empirical Weibull
distribution was used to estimate soil moisture percentile (SMP49. Soil
moisture below 20th percentile is considered a drought18,49,79. Flash drought
can be identified based on the rapid onset21, which means that soil moisture
percentile can fall below a certain threshold in a quick time. If root-zone soil
moisture declines from above 40th percentile to 20th (or less) percentile
with an average rate of decline no less than five percentile in each pentad,
the flash drought onset was identified78. If the declined soil moisture
increases to 25th percentile, then the termination of the flash drought was
considered. We considered flash droughts with a minimum duration of three
pentads and a maximum duration of 18 pentads. The duration of each flash
drought was estimated using the onset and termination. The maximum
duration of 18 pentads was considered to avoid persistent long-term
(conventional) droughts. Therefore, flash droughts that persisted longer and
turned into drought were excluded from the analysis. More details of flash
drought identification methodology are presented in supplementary Fig. 2.
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