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ANOTHER WARNING: ON LANDSLIPS IN HIMACHAL PRADESH 
Landslips in Himachal Pradesh point to the need for a new development paradigm 

 A landslip has struck again in Kinnaur district of Himachal Pradesh killing at least 14 people and burying 

several others, just over a fortnight after a similar disaster killed a group of tourists. This time, the catastrophe has 

been even more severe, with mud, rocks and debris raining down on vehicles including a State transport 

corporation bus on National Highway 5. Chief Minister Jai Ram Thakur has said that 60 people may have been 

buried and multiple agencies including the ITBP, National and State Disaster Response Forces were frantically 

trying to rescue survivors. Himachal Pradesh, a picturesque western Himalayan State that has made progress on 

social developmental indices, faces rising instability from environmental factors such as climate change and heavy 

monsoon rainfall. Landslips have become a familiar feature, and seismic events threaten to increase their 

frequency and aggravate the impact. The same NH-5 was similarly blocked by falling rocks in the wake of heavy 

rain in August 2019, along with several other roads, and the season witnessed a significant loss of life, particularly 

in Kinnaur. There is considerable scientific literature now arguing that Himachal’s mountain slopes are 

experiencing not just seismicity and rain-induced stresses but also man-made pressures to exploit hydropower and 

build more roads, and are being rendered even more fragile. 

 Much of Himachal Pradesh is in the high risk zone for landslips, calling for great caution in pursuing 

disruptive projects, particularly hydropower. The Landslide Hazard Zonation Map of India marks over 70% of the 

State as ‘high risk’ and 14% as ‘severe’ to ‘very high risk’. The threat of earthquakes remains potent, as the 

mountains here are young in geological terms and therefore active, and about 32% of the State is categorised as a 

high damage risk zone for seismicity. A developmental model that prioritises heavily engineered structures such as 

dams and hydropower that involve rock blasting, tree felling and inundating large spaces clearly jeopardises the 

integrity of mountain slopes; roads developed along the slopes face the brunt of the impact, as the Kinnaur 

landslips show. In some cases, the roads themselves have been destroyed. A decade ago, the action plan on 

climate change published by the State identified some key hazards and wanted to take long-term remedial 

measures. It is time for an update, going beyond disaster management, and the recurring disasters only add to the 

urgency. There is wide support among local communities for sustainable tourism and an expansion of the farm-

based economy, particularly apple growing. But these can progress only when environmental losses are halted. 

With greater rainfall and cloudburst activity, Himachal Pradesh is bound to face greater uncertainty. Maintaining 

the status quo can only make the ghastly episodes of falling boulders and lost lives a more frequent feature. 

 

 landslip (noun) – another name for landslide, 

mudslide, earthfall. 

 landslide (noun) – a landslide is defined as the 

movement of a mass of rock, debris, or earth down 

a slope. Landslides are a type of “mass wasting,” 

which denotes any down-slope movement of soil 

and rock under the direct influence of gravity; 

landslip, rockfall, mudslide, earthfall/slip. 

 point to (verb) – indicate, suggest, denote. 

 paradigm (noun) – model, pattern, case in point. 

 strike (verb) – happen/occur suddenly to have 

adverse effects on; affect, afflict, hit, come upon. 

 fortnight (noun) – a period of two weeks/fourteen 

days continuously. 

 catastrophe (noun) – disaster, mishap, calamity, 

tragedy. 

 debris (noun) – broken pieces, rubble, wreckage (of 

rock). 

 rain down on (phrasal verb) – fall down on 

someone or something in large quantities, usually 

forcefully.  

 frantically (adverb) – hurriedly, panically, 

distraughtly/worriedly. 

 rescue (verb) – save. 

 picturesque (adjective) – attractive, beautiful, 

scenic, pleasing. 

 make progress (phrase) – move forward, make 

strides; proceed, advance, improve. 

 indices plural of index (noun) – a data figure 

reflecting something compared with a standard or 

base value; pointer, indicator. 

 instability (noun) – uncertainty, unpredictability, 

precariousness. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 

Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth (Courtesy: 

NASA). 

 seismic (adjective) – relating to earthquakes. 

 aggravate (verb) – increase, intensify, worsen, 

exacerbate, compound. 

 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of, in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of. 

 along with (phrase) – together with, accompanying. 
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 considerable (adjective) – substantial, significant, 

much, a lot of. 

 literature (noun) – reports, studies. 

 seismicity (noun) – a measure which encompasses 

earthquake occurrences, mechanisms, and 

magnitude at a given geographical location. 

 rain-induced (adjective) – caused by rain. 

 stress (noun) – strain, pressure, tension, worry, 

anxiety. 

 exploit (verb) – take advantage of, make use of, 

utilize. 

 hydropower (noun) – power derived from the 

energy of falling water or fast running water. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 

become. 

 even more (phrase) – all the more, further. 

 fragile (adjective) – delicate, shaky, weak, 

vulnerable, insecure. 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 

ask/necessitate, demand. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, take part in, 

take up (an activity). 

 disruptive (adjective) – new, modern, advanced; 

innovative, unusual, unconventional.  

 Landslide Hazard Zonation (LHZ) (noun) – It is 

defined as the division of a land surface into 

homogeneous areas or domains and their ranking 

to degrees of actual/potential hazard caused by 

mass movement. 

 potent (noun) – strong, powerful, effective. 

 in – terms (phrase) – with regard to, regarding, 

concerning, as to, in respect of, with reference to. 

 geological (adjective) – relating to the scientific 

discipline dedicated to understanding the physical 

features and processes of Earth. 

 categorise (verb) – classify, label, list. 

 fell (verb) – cut down (a tree). 

 inundate (verb) – flood, deluge, overflow. 

 jeopardise (verb) – imperil, threaten, put at risk, 

put in danger, endanger. 

 integrity (noun) – soundness, robustness, strength, 

sturdiness, solidity, stability. 

 brunt (noun) – full force, impact, shock, burden, 

pressure, strain. 

 bear the brunt (phrase) – to suffer or endure the 

worst part of something (force/burden/pressure) 

when a very bad or unpleasant thing happens. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 hazard (noun) – danger, threat, risk. 

 remedial (adjective) – corrective, restorative, 

reparative. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 go beyond (phrasal verb) – to be more than 

something; to be better than something; to do 

more than something. 

 recurring (adjective) – happening or occurring 

frequently. 

 add to (phrasal verb) – increase, amplify, intensify, 

escalate. 

 urgency (noun) – importance, top priority, gravity, 

necessity, exigency, seriousness. 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, well-

founded (without disturbing the balance of nature 

and then without exhausting all of the natural 

resources). 

 halt (verb) – stop, terminate, end. 

 cloudburst (noun) – a sudden and very heavy 

rainfall. 

 bound to (adjective) – certain, sure, very likely, 

guaranteed. 

 uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, unreliability, 

instability, riskiness/precariousness. 

 status quo (noun) – the present situation, the 

current state, the existing state of affairs. 

 ghastly (adjective) – terrible, frightful, grim, 

horrible. 

 episode (noun) – incident, event, occurrence. 

 boulder (noun) – stone/rock-a big one. 

 feature (noun) – report, story. 

************************************************************************************ 

EYE IN THE SKY: ON ISRO’S HITS AND MISSES 
ISRO must open itself to public gaze, and not shy away from sharing its successes, failures 

 Anything that is related to space science, failure or success, is larger than life; for this is a new frontier for 

achievement and conquest within the realms of science and technology. The recent attempt by the Indian Space 

Research Organisation (ISRO) to place an earth observation satellite (EOS-3) in a geosynchronous orbit using the 

Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle (GSLV-F10) ended in failure due to a ‘performance anomaly’ — a 

malfunctioning of the trusted rocket launcher. All seemed to be well as the stage two and three separated as 

planned, but when the time came for the cryogenic third stage to light up, there appeared to be a failure and an 

ensuing deviation from the expected path, as seen in the control panel. There was an immediate disruption in the 

telecast which had been showing a view of the control panel, and the camera veered towards troubled faces, 
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discussion and probably efforts to salvage the mission. Finally, Dr. K. Sivan, Chairman of ISRO, announced in a short 

sentence that the mission could not be accomplished. Speculation may run rife about the reasons for this 

unexpected failure, after many successful launches since 2017. ISRO had fewer launches during the pandemic in 

2020 than it did in earlier years. This particular launch had originally been planned for March 5, 2020 and was 

called off because of a technical glitch a few hours before the launch. It is also to be mentioned that the cryo 

engine in question is of a Russian design originally, unlike that of the GSLV Mark III rocket, which is indigenous. 

 The failure of this mission is worrying not only because it breaks a long, successful run, but because there 

are several important missions in the pipeline: Aditya-L1, the sun watcher, and the Gaganyaan mission, which will 

carry humans to space, are slated for the coming years. Thursday’s failure will increase the stress on ISRO scientists 

to doubly make sure the chances of success in these missions. In the meantime, the impact of this failed mission is 

being kept away from interested citizens for now. For some time at least, there will be no official word on what 

actually happened and how the mission failed, and this owes in no small measure to the propensity of ISRO to 

cover up and enshroud events in mystery, especially mishaps. Admittedly, the stakes are high, in terms of 

investment and national pride, but scientists, of all people, should wear the belief that failure is as much part of 

the game as success. From a culture of warding off eyes, the organisation should embrace the limelight. ISRO 

indeed has many stories to tell of scientific endeavour, the method and the manner of progress; and as it opens its 

doors to the public gaze, it can only rise to the skies. 

 

 eye in the sky (phrase) – overhead surveillance 

(camera). 

 hit-and-miss (phrase) – it is sometimes successful 

and sometimes not. 

 open to (verb) – receptive of, responsive to, willing 

to listen, admitting of. 

 gaze (noun) – attention, observation, observance, 

inspection, scrutiny; gaze generally means a long, 

steady look at somebody/something. 

 shy away from (phrasal verb) – avoid, recoil, 

withdraw nervously (due to 

fear/surprise/pain/dislike). 

 larger than life (phrase) – extraordinary, great/ 

huge, impressive, tremendous, attractive. 

 frontier (noun) – the extreme limit or point (of 

achievement in a particular area of activity). 

 conquest (noun) – (successful) ascent, rise, scaling 

(new heights). 

 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of activity). 

 Earth observation satellite (EOS) (noun) – satellites 

used or designed for Earth observation (EO) from 

orbit, including spy satellites and similar ones 

intended for non-military uses such as 

environmental monitoring, meteorology, 

cartography, and others. Earth Observation (EO) 

satellites help us to monitor and protect our 

environment, manage our resources, respond to 

global humanitarian disasters and enable 

sustainable development. They provide essential 

information on a vast number of areas, including; 

ocean salinity, ice thickness, crop health, and air 

quality. 

 Geosynchronous orbit (noun) – Geosynchronous 

orbit is a repeating path in which the satellite is 

always in the same area of the sky in respect to the 

rotating Earth. (Courtesy: NASA) 

 Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle (GSLV) 

(noun) – It is a space launch vehicle designed, 

developed, and operated by the Indian Space 

Research Organization (ISRO) to launch satellites 

and other space objects into Geosynchronous 

Transfer Orbits. GSLV has the capability to put a 

heavier payload in the orbit than the Polar Satellite 

Launch Vehicle (PSLV). It is a three-stage launcher 

with a lift-off mass of 420 tonnes. 

 anomaly (noun) – abnormality, irregularity, 

deviation, aberration, departure, divergence, 

variation. 

 malfunction (noun) – breakdown, fault, failure, 

defect. 

 cryogenics (noun) – the branch of physics that deals 

with the production and behaviour of materials at 

very low temperatures.   

 cryogenic stage (noun) – A cryogenic engine/ 

cryogenic stage is the last stage of space launch 

vehicles which makes use of Cryogenics. This 

third/last stage uses a Cryogenic engine, which uses 

liquefied oxygen and hydrogen as fuel. A Cryogenic 

rocket stage is more efficient and provides more 

thrust for every kilogram of propellant it burns 

compared to solid and earth-storable liquid 

propellant rocket stages.  However, cryogenic stage 

is technically a very complex system compared to 

solid or earth-storable liquid propellant stages due 

to its use of propellants at extremely low 

temperatures and the associated thermal and 

structural problems. 

 light up (phrasal verb) – ignite, light, be set off. 
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 ensuing (adjective) – following, coming up next, 

cropping up (after as a result). 

 deviation (noun) – divergence/departure, 

abnormality, irregularity. 

 disruption (noun) – disturbance, interruption, 

obstruction. 

 veer (verb) – change, deviate, diverge. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all likelihood, all 

things considered, perhaps. 

 salvage (verb) – save, rescue, recover, restore. 

 mission (noun) – expedition, journey (into space); 

assignment, project, operation.  

 accomplish (verb) – achieve, complete, fulfil. 

 speculation (noun) – prediction, guesswork, notion, 

opinion/thought. 

 run rife (phrase) – to spread very quickly in an 

uncontrolled/unchecked way. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 

disease; The illness spreads around the world and 

typically affects a large number of people across a 

wide area. 

 call off (phrasal verb) – cancel, abandon, shelve, 

scrap. 

 glitch (noun) – problem, difficulty, 

issue/complication. 

 in question (phrase) – at issue, being discussed, 

under discussion, under consideration. 

 indigenous (adjective) – native, original. 

 run (noun) – period, spell, stretch. 

 in the pipeline (phrase) – in the process of being 

planned/developed. 

 Aditya-L1 (noun) – ISRO’s solar mission Aditya-L1 to 

a vantage point in space, known as the L1 Lagrange 

point, to do imaging and study of the sun. (The L1 

point of the Earth-Sun system affords an 

uninterrupted view of the sun and it lies 1.5 million 

kilometres inside the Earth’s orbit, partway 

between the Sun and the Earth). (vantage point 

means a position from which you can see things 

well). 

 Lagrange Points (noun) – Lagrange points are 

positions in space where objects sent there tend to 

stay put (remain without moving). At Lagrange 

points, the gravitational pull of two large masses 

(Eg. The Sun and The Earth) precisely equals the 

centripetal force required for a small object to 

move with them. These points in space can be used 

by spacecraft to reduce fuel consumption needed 

to remain in position. 

 Gaganyaan mission (noun) – ISRO’s human 

spaceflight programme which will carry humans to 

space. The objective of Gaganyaan is to carry a 

crew of three to Low Earth Orbit (LEO), perform a 

set of predefined activities in space, and return 

them safely to a predefined destination on earth. 

 slate (verb) – arrange, plan, schedule. 

 stress (noun) – strain, pressure, tension, worry, 

anxiety. 

 doubly (adverb) – two times; especially. 

 make sure (phrase) – check, confirm, make certain, 

ensure. 

 keep away from (phrasal verb) – make someone 

stay away from. 

 for now (phrase) – for the time being, for the 

present, for the moment. 

 owe (verb) – have something due to. 

 in no small measure (phrase) – to a very great 

extent/level/degree. 

 propensity (noun) – tendency, inclination, 

predisposition, readiness. 

 cover up (phrasal verb) – conceal, hide, 

camouflage. 

 enshroud (verb) – conceal, obscure, envelop, cover, 

hide completely (from view). 

 mystery (noun) – secrecy. 

 mishap (noun) – disaster, tragedy, affliction, 

catastrophe. 

 admittedly (adverb) – actually, truly/verily, indeed. 

 (high) stakes (noun) – (high-risk) challenge. 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 

regarding/concerning, in connection with. 

 wear (verb) – have; accept, agree, admit. 

 ward off (phrasal verb) – prevent, repel, avert, 

deflect, block, stop, obstruct, impede. 

 embrace (verb) – welcome, accept. 

 limelight (noun) – the focus of attention, public 

attention, public notice. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 

 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit; aim/effort. 

 open doors (phrase) – make available; make 

accessible; provide someone opportunities (for 

success). 

 to the skies (phrase) – very highly, very 

enthusiastically. 
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