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THE VOICE OF COMMON CAUSE
And an Enduring Romance with Public Causes

Dear readers,

The journal you are holding in your hands has completed 36 years since it was launched in 1982. Prior to 

that, it was called Public Notice for a few years but was discontinued for the new title, Common Cause, 

launched in February 1982.

Our legendary founder Mr H D Shourie called it “The Voice of Common Cause” in both literal and figurative 

sense. At Common Cause, we try to make sense of policies and processes around us and intervene at the 

right time to break the conspiracy of silence, particularly in matters of probity in public life, justice and the 

rule of law. We do it with pleasure and without malice towards any particular individual, government or 

political party. And hence our mission statement, A Romance with Public Causes.

The journal is our main link with our public-spirited members. That the readers take it seriously is clear from 

the fact that your wide-ranging responses often come with donations -- varying from modest to 

considerable amounts. Regular readers would recall that the journal has changed many times in this long 

journey. From this issue, you would notice one more change: the editorial is addressed to the readers. The 

idea is to start a dialogue with our well-wishers while keeping them abreast of our activities.

So, let me begin with a piece of good news: Common Cause has completed the Status of Policing in India 

Report (SPIR) 2018. To be released in early May, the report will soon be available on our website. The SPIR 

2018 has been in the works for many years. It is done in collaboration with our academic partners, the 

Lokniti Programme of the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS).

The SPIR studies the performance of the police through official data and people’s perceptions through 

nationwide surveys. We believe that for a fair and democratic society, the police have to be responsive to 

the needs of the community. This fairness and responsiveness can be measured and improved through 

monitoring and participation by the community. The SPIR 2018 is a baby step in that direction. We hope to 

build on it in the coming years. 

Whose Life is it Anyway?

In this quarter, one of our PILs on Living Will or the right to die with dignity has made waves in the medical, 

legal, religious and intellectual circles. Our biggest success was that the apex court accepted that an 

individual can exercise autonomy over his/her life (and death).Our primary plea was that the right to die with 

dignity is part of the right to life under Section 21 of the Constitution.

A living will, just like any will, is a written document that allows an individual to give advance instructions 

about the medical treatment to be administered (or not to be administered) when he or she is terminally ill or 

no longer able to express informed consent. 
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The matter is quite simple: If my family members, doctors and lawyers can decide whether or not my life will 

be artificially prolonged, why can’t I decide myself through an advance medical directive? We also know 

that the real test of the landmark Court order lies in its effective implementation.

The media coverage meant that the idea be also trashed by some. Priests and clerics from almost all 

religions argued on TV that a living will violates God’s will. My humble submission is that God being the very 

epitome of nature, is best kept out of man-made matters like ventilators and artificial life-support systems. A 

hundred years ago, it was common to have six to eight children while the life expectancy averaged below 50 

years. Today, two children or less is common but the life-expectancy is around 70 years. Is it because God 

is giving us Indians fewer children and longer life? True, we cannot create life but it is in our hands to 

improve the quality of life and terminate extreme suffering or meaningless existence.

Lokpal Returns or does it?

The second Common Cause matter is of the appointment of the Lokpal, which hangs fire despite both 

Houses of Parliament passing the Act in December 2013.The apex court had earlier observed, while 

disposing of our petition in April 2017, that there was no need for the government to keep the appointment 

pending. The Court described the Act as a "perfectly workable legislation." Common Cause filed a 

contempt of Court petition in January 2018 after doubts cropped up on the government’s intentions. 

The government later submitted that a meeting of the Prime Minister, Lok Sabha Speaker, Chief Justice of 

India and the leader of the largest Opposition party in Lok Sabha will be convened in early March 2018. The 

Court directed that an affidavit be filed to this effect. After an assurance that the government was serious 

about Lokpal, the Court gave time till mid-May 2018. Common Cause is committed to pursuing the matter to 

its logical conclusion. (for more details please visit commoncause.in)

Air Pollution: A Time Bomb Ticking

This issue of your journal is devoted to air pollution. We know that our readers are well aware of the hazards 

of polluted air. India is also fortunate to have substantial expertise on the subject. We also know that as 

many as 14 of our large cities are among the WHO’s list of the world’s most polluted cities. However, it is 

equally true that this heightened awareness and expertise have not led to consequential policy changes. 

The upshot is this: We all know the problem, and the possible solutions, but are still condemned to breathe 

poisonous air. The writeups in this issue deal with the most substantial aspects of air pollution from social, 

economic, legal, scientific, and environmental angles. These have been written by known experts, activists 

and practitioners. We hope the articles will awaken us to a time bomb ticking right before us. Do write in if 

you have any comments or suggestions.

                                                                                                                                             -Vipul Mudgal
                                                                                                                                                         Editor
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THE STEEP COST OF DUST
Understanding Air Pollution and Its Economics

                                                                                                                    Prof. E. Somanathan⃰

Many years ago, I spent several hours in a basement kitchen in a friend’s house in a Himalayan village. 
Although there was an outlet for smoke, it was nevertheless very smoky in the kitchen and it took some time 
for my watering eyes and coughing lungs to partially adjust to it. It was only much later that I learnt that 
prolonged exposure to the smoke from such a wood fire is more than just a nuisance. It raises the chance of 
getting, and dying of, many deadly diseases.

Health Impacts

The process of burning, whether it’s wood in a cooking fire, coal in a power plant, or diesel in a car, produces 
several gaseous pollutants, as well as small unburnt particles, called soot. These particles drift through the 
air before settling in a few days or weeks, sometimes in our lungs. Of the particles released, the most 
damaging are those that are small enough to escape filtration by the cilia (hair and other fibres) in the nose 
and throat and get lodged in the lungs. The particles provide surfaces that various toxic chemicals adhere 
to. The finest particles are small enough to enter the bloodstream through the lungs and are carried to other 
parts of the body.

The coarser particles irritate our eyes, nose, and throat, leading to coughs and aggravating colds and sinus 
problems. Finer particles, those less than 2.5 microns in diameter, called PM2.5, penetrate our lungs.  
There, they trigger an immune reaction from the body that causes an inflammation. People who already 
have lung infections, like pneumonia or other diseases like asthma, find their problems exacerbated when 
air pollution is high.

The short-term acute effects of air pollution show up in increased hospital visits and a swell in the number of 
deaths resulting from heart and respiratory diseases on polluted days. The long-term effects show up in 
decreased lung function in children and adults, and in increased mortality from heart attacks, strokes, 
respiratory diseases, and lung cancer.

The now large body of evidence from scientific studies showing the deadly nature of air pollution has 
prompted the World Health Organisation to set an air-quality guideline that the annual average 

3concentration of PM2.5 in the air should not exceed 10 μg/m . Unfortunately, since India has some of the 
highest levels of air pollution in the world, 99.9 per cent of the population lives in areas that exceed this limit 

3averaging an exposure of 74 μg/m  in 2015. The average exposures in the Indo-Gangetic plains exceed 
3100 μg/m .

These high exposures have been deadly. The cumulative death toll due to particulate pollution was 
estimated to be 1.1 million in 2015, or more than 10 per cent of all deaths in the country. Children and the 
elderly are the most vulnerable to lung infections such as pneumonia. Decreased lung capacity due to air 
pollution makes them more likely to die from the infection. Older people are also more likely to suffer from 
so-called chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), which makes breathing a difficult exercise and 
air pollution increases the risk of mortality from such diseases.



Other Impacts

There are also regional climatic effects of air pollution, and adverse effects on crop productivity. In the last 

few years, research in climate science has established that air pollution from these different kinds of 

combustion results in the formation of aerosols, a complex chemical mixture of solid and liquid particles 

suspended in the air. Aerosols include carbon particles emitted during combustion (visible smoke), as well 

as particles formed in the atmosphere from the chemical reactions of gaseous pollutants such as sulphur 

dioxide, nitrogen oxides, and volatile organic compounds.

Aerosols remain in the atmosphere for a period of days to weeks, being continually replaced by new 

combustion. Between one monsoon and the next, these aerosols form a three-kilometre deep orange-

brown-grey haze that extends for thousands of kilometres over South Asia and the northern Indian Ocean. 

Anyone who has taken a flight over India will have seen it as the ascending aircraft clears the top of the 

brown cloud: a perfectly-flat grey-brown haze stretching to the horizon in every direction through which the 

ground is faintly visible, the bright-blue sky above providing a brilliant contrast.

What are the effects of this haze? First, and most obviously, it reduces sunlight reaching the ground. The 

bitter cold wave that hit northern India in January 2004 was a direct consequence of the haze. Solar 

radiation reaching the surface was dramatically reduced and over 800 people who were too poor to afford 

proper shelter and warmth died. Trains and flights were cancelled and road travel became slow and 

hazardous. This has now become a routine occurrence every winter. The haze sometimes results in the 

formation of fog or smog as moisture condenses on the particulate matter in the air. These winter fogs result 

in travel delays and road and rail accidents. The economic costs of this are hard to quantify.

The reduction in solar radiation lowers the yield of crops such as wheat. In a study with Ridhima Gupta of 

Indian Institute of Science Education and Research, Bhopal and Sagnik Dey of Indian Institute of 

Technology (IIT)-Delhi, we found that wheat yields have been depressed by about five per cent as a result 

of aerosol pollution.

The aerosol haze affects the climate. Many climate models have suggested that the haze weakens the 

monsoon, although this is still a subject of some scientific debate. The resulting rainfall deficit has been 

estimated to reduce rice production and yields by about five per cent. Even larger effects on crop yields due 

to ozone pollution have been suggested. Ozone is a reactive oxygen molecule formed by chemical 

reactions involving nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds created during combustion. It is also 

bad for our health when we encounter it at ground level, (although when naturally occurring high up in the 

stratosphere, it helps protect us from ultra-violet radiation).

While health damages obviously affect the economy by reducing the productivity of workers who fall sick or 

die, there are other direct economic damages whose magnitudes are hard to estimate. For example, there 

can be little doubt that the noxious air pollution has reduced foreign tourism in India. Even harder to quantify 

is air pollution’s undoubted role in deterring highly-skilled personnel from returning to work in the country 

after they have acquired education and experience abroad.
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Sources

What are the main sources of air pollution in India? The answer, at a country-wide scale, comes from a large 
inter-disciplinary study (Global Burden of Disease from Major Air Pollution Sources or GBD-MAPS) whose 
results were released in January this year. The largest contributor to exposure to PM2.5 is residential 
biomass burning, that is, fires for cooking and heating. It was estimated to account for more than a quarter 
of a million deaths in 2015. The second-biggest source is the burning of coal – in power plants (that account 
for about two-thirds of coal consumption in India), and in other industries. Coal burning accounted for over 
200,000 deaths, roughly evenly split between power plants and other industries. Open burning (of crop 
residues and forests), human-caused dust, brick production, transport and non-transport diesel account for 
most of the remaining deaths. One peculiar feature of the GBD-MAPS study is the way it reports human-
caused ‘anthropogenic’ dust. It is reported to cause about 100,000 deaths. However, in an email exchange 
with Chandra Venkataraman, Professor of Chemical Engineering and Climate Studies at IIT-Mumbai, who 
is one of the leaders of the study, I learnt that about 30 per cent of the dust is really fly ash from power plants.

Perhaps some similar percentage is fly ash from other sources of coal burning. I mention this because there 
are several news reports and other studies which find that a high proportion of particulate matter in several 
cities is dust. It is generally assumed that this dust is from construction and other activities that have nothing 
to do with combustion. But this assumption is false. The figure I gave for the deaths from coal accounts for 
the fact that some of the dust comes from coal-burning. Another caveat that must be mentioned is that this 
study, because of its spatial resolution of 50 km by 50 km, may understate the impact of transport 
emissions, especially in cities, and thus over-estimate the shares of other sources. It also does not account 
for small open fires, for example, the burning of rubbish. Some of what is attributed to cooking and heating 
fires may be coming from this source.

People often think of air pollution as being very local in nature. It isn’t. Particles and gases diffuse in the 
atmosphere. When someone cooks on a wood fire in his or her kitchen, the smoke leaves the house and 
mingles with that emanating from all the other cooking fires. Every day, the sun warms the ground and 
causes air to rise. At high altitudes, winds are strong and pollutants rising with air can travel hundreds of 
kilometres in a single day. Pollution is usually worse in winter since there is less convection as days are 
shorter and colder. Weakened convection keeps pollution trapped near the ground. In winter, the entire 
Indo-Gangetic plain between the Himalayas and the Deccan plateau is one big bowl in which the pollution 
sloshes around. It drifts down the Bay of Bengal across the equator before finally disappearing in the 
southern Indian Ocean gradually. People living in Delhi who think that if the pollution sources in their city are 
checked, their problems will be over, are living with false hopes. Pollution has to be tackled on a national 
scale, although, as we will see, that includes action at the local level.

Residential Emissions

Pollution from residential cooking with solid fuels like wood, crop residues, and dung can be eliminated by 
switching to cooking with electricity or gas. The transition to gas has already occurred in urban areas to a 
large extent, supplemented by the use of electric induction stoves in recent years. In rural areas, most 
households still use solid fuels. The Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana aims to change this by providing a gas 
connection, stove, and an initial free cylinder to all BPL (below poverty line) households. The scheme is 
targeted to reach five crore households by March 2019. However, news reports suggest that while the 
scheme has resulted in some moving away from solid fuels, most of the households continue to use solid 
fuels and many are not regularly buying gas cylinders at all.

The barrier is cost. Households have to still pay the full market price of a cylinder (well over ̀ 700) as long as 
they have not paid off the loan of the first free cylinder. Once they have done so, they can avail the 
subsidised rate of `480. However, in rural areas, it will usually cost something more to fetch the cylinder 
from the nearest dealer. In any case, if a household cooks mainly or exclusively with gas, it will end up 
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incurring a monthly expenditure of ̀ 500/month. More importantly, it will get to that stage only after a year or 
more of buying cylinders at the unsubsidised price. Most households will never get to that stage. It will be 
too costly for them.

The other clean option is to use an electric induction stove. This has become a popular option in urban 
areas in the last few years, since it is cheaper than gas. Induction stoves are being used in rural areas as 
well, especially in the more affluent states with reliable electricity like Kerala and Himachal Pradesh. They 
are being purchased even in poor states like Uttar Pradesh, so far still in small numbers. The latest models 
targeted at the rural market have a maximum power of 1200 watts and sell for under `1500. This is 
affordable even for poor households, so we can expect them to spread. In rural UP, households often pay a 
flat monthly charge for electricity regardless of how much they use. Thus, using an induction stove is 
effectively free. Such buyers use the stoves for cooking their main meals (although they typically also do 
some cooking with solid fuels). This reduces pollution dramatically.

My colleagues and I (we are embarking on a study of induction stoves and air pollution in eastern UP), 
noticed that in villages where households had their electricity metered, paying rupees three per unit for it, 
induction stoves were being used only for quick tasks like making tea. Households continued to cook most 
of their meals with solid fuels.

In order to reduce this source of pollution, electricity should be provided free of charge to poor households 
up to a reasonable limit. Hundred units per household per month would be sufficient to meet all basic needs 
for lighting, cooking, a fan, and TV. The average cost of supplying electricity to households is about rupees 
five per unit. Since around 20 crore households would need to be subsidised for complete coverage of all-
but-affluent rural households, this works out to a cost of ̀ 1.2 lakh crore. Note that since the cooking needs 
alone can be met for about `400 per month, this is a cheaper option than a 100 per cent subsidy to gas, a 
cylinder of which costs over ̀ 700 per month.

Of course, the other problem with cooking with electricity is its lack of reliability. The fundamental cause of 
this is political pressure on the state electricity regulatory commissions to subsidise the price for farmers 
and residential users. As a result, distribution companies (discoms) prefer to black out households rather 
than supply them at a loss. This is why the subsidy of ̀ 1.2 lakh crore that I have proposed above should be 
paid by the government directly to the discoms so that the latter have no incentive to black out rural 
households.

Such a policy would solve the problem of the cost barrier, and also, to a large extent, of reliability. This would 
be enough to eliminate a large part of the pollution from residential sources. In the colder parts of the 
country, there would still be a problem in winter, as people would need fires for heating. In principle, here 
too, a larger winter quota of free electricity for heating could help. But the cost would be much higher.Where 
is the money for the subsidy to come from? Let us turn to pollution from the power sector.

Coal is a Big Culprit

The central government presently imposes a cess on coal of ̀ 400/tonne. This is a significant amount since 
the price varies from about `1000 to `3000/tonne, depending on transport costs and other factors. 
However, in a study by Dr. Shoibal Chakravarty of the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and 
Environment (ATREE), the author finds that the economic cost imposed on third parties by coal-fired power 
plants is more than five times the cess. There is, therefore, a strong case for raising the coal cess. While a 
large raise would create disruption, a modest increase of `150/tonne would raise about `1.2 lakh crore, 
enough to finance the subsidy above. Of course, the money presently being raised from the coal cess could 
be used too, but it has recently been earmarked for compensation to states for revenue shortfalls due to 
Goods and Service Tax (GST).



9
COMMON CAUSE
Vol. XXXVII No. 1

January-March, 2018

As we saw above, coal burning is responsible for the second-largest share of deaths from air pollution. Two-

thirds of Indian coal consumption is by power plants. While Indian power plants are required to have 

electrostatic precipitators to remove unburnt particles from the exhaust that go up the chimneys, they are 

not yet required to remove sulphur dioxide (SO ) and nitrogen oxides (No ). These gases react in the 2 x

atmosphere to form sulphate and nitrate particles, resulting in elevated mortality mentioned above. 

The Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) issued regulations to control these pollutants in December 

2015, to be implemented by December 2017. However, the implementation was not carried out and the 

Ministry of Environment, Forests, and Climate Change, now says it will be done by 2022. India has come 

late to the party, when it comes to the regulation of these gaseous pollutants. A recent study found that 

between 2005 and 2016, China’s coal consumption increased by 50 per cent but SO2 emissions fell by 75 

per cent due to the implementation of regulations.

One fact that raises a question mark over whether the regulations will be successfully implemented is the 

limited capacity of the central and state pollution control boards. The US Environmental Protection Agency 

has about 18,000 employees, many of whom are highly qualified scientists, engineers, and public health 

professionals. The CPCB in India has only a few hundred employees, and the number of scientific staff is 

smaller still. Implementing a whole new set of regulations on a few hundred power plants will take a lot of 

new equipment and qualified and trained staff.

Financing a large increase in the monitoring capacity of central and state PCBs would cost only a few 

hundred crores. This would be a good use of a small fraction of additional revenues from the coal cess. 

Another opportunity that the coal cess offers is to induce the power plants and other coal burners to 

implement pollution controls in return for rebates on the cess. These rebates could be in proportion to the 

pollution reduction from implementation. Monitoring this will, of course, be crucial, so capacity 

improvement in the pollution control boards is of the highest importance.

Power demand in India is growing at about five to six per cent per year. At the moment, owing to a boom in 

coal power plant construction between 2005 and 2015, there is excess capacity in the system. In addition, 

renewable electricity from pollution-free solar PV (Photovoltaic)and wind energy has been growing rapidly 

and, owing to the government policy of procurement by auction, has become very cheap. Electricity 

generated from these sources will, by the end of the coming year, be sold to discoms at just `2.50/KWh. 

Coal-fired electricity, meanwhile, costs anywhere from ̀ 1.50 to ̀ 8.50/KWh. As a result, in 2017, for the first 

time, more renewable capacity was added than coal capacity. Since electricity from new coal plants is the 

most expensive, (as such plants have to pay off their capital costs), it is now clear that no new coal plants 

will be built for the next several years.

However, electricity from older plants is cheaper and discoms already have contracts with existing coal 

plants. Therefore, as electricity demand increases with economic growth, discoms may continue to buy 

power from them rather than from cleaner new renewables. This will increase and prolong our pollution 

problem. An increase in the coal cess will help to move discoms power purchases away from coal and 

towards non-polluting renewables.



10
COMMON CAUSE
Vol. XXXVII No. 1

January-March, 2018

The Central Electricity Authority projects that after about 2026, India’s peak power demand will have caught 
up with our capacity, and new coal plants will then be needed to meet it. Solar PV and wind are variable 
sources of electricity and cannot be relied upon to be available to meet demand peaks. However, the last 
few months have seen sharp price declines in the western United States for solar PV and wind electricity 
with battery storage. Battery storage increases the ability of these renewables to meet peak demand. 
Moreover, a new source of renewable electricity that can be stored overnight is now also seeing rapid cost 
declines like solar PV and wind before it. This is Concentrated Solar Power with storage. Contracts have 
been signed in Australia and Dubai for electricity with overnight storage to be commissioned in 2020 and 
2022 for the equivalent of less than `5/KWh. While direct solar irradiance here is not quite as high as in 
those countries, it is almost as good in Rajasthan and parts of central India. Thus, it is to be expected that 
such prices can be achieved in India as well by the time new capacity is needed. A programme to procure 
CSP with storage by auction is needed. This will drive down its cost in India, just like the solar PV 
procurement programme did for that technology.

We will then be free of the need for polluting the environment by using coal for our electricity generation. 
This is important, even if we succeed in implementing controls on SO  and NO . The US has had these 2 x

controls for decades. Yet, a study published in 2011 found that the external costs of the pollution from coal-
fired power in the US exceeded the value of the electricity produced by those plants. The residual pollution 
emitted even after the installation of flue-gas desulfurisation and other pollution-control technologies is still 
great enough to do enormous damage.

Coal is also consumed by various industries, including brick kilns. An increase in the coal cess, by raising 
the cost of fuel, will encourage all such industries to move towards more energy-efficient technologies that 
burn less coal, and thus, produce less pollution. The same kind of pollution rebates offered to coal power 
plants could also be offered to other industries.

Environmental Cost of Transport

Diesel consumption in India is several times as high as petrol. This is partly owing to diesel being more 
suitable for long-distance trucks that carry freight. However, it is also because for many decades, we 
followed a deliberate policy of keeping the diesel price lower than that of petrol. It was also believed that 
petrol was the rich man’s fuel, used in private cars, while diesel helped to carry goods used by the poor. 
Unfortunately, diesel is many times more polluting than petrol. Diesel engines produce much more fine 
particles, SO , and NO , than petrol engines. After economic liberalisation in the 1990s, as restrictions on 2 x

private car manufacture were removed, the number of private cars exploded. Since diesel was artificially 
kept cheaper than petrol, (by taxing petrol more), manufacturers started selling private cars and SUVs with 
diesel engines. This has resulted in huge pollution from the transport sector in cities and on highways.

A lack of public awareness about air pollution and successful lobbying from the auto and oil industries also 
resulted in the postponement of regulations on new car engines and fuel quality. Only recently, the 
government has accelerated the timetable for India to match up to European pollution standards. We will 
reach Euro 6 standards for new cars in 2020, many years after Europe. A very simple fix for the problem is to 
reverse the tax penalty on petrol. The petrol tax should be lowered and the diesel tax raised until the price 
differential is reversed. This will immediately stop manufacturers from selling more diesel cars. This will 
cause a gradual decline in pollution on the roads. A more immediate effect could be obtained by identifying 
the most polluting vehicles, and removing them from the road. Since a small percentage of the most 
polluting vehicles tend to account for a significant share of the total vehicular pollution, this can have a great 
impact quickly.
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Finally, no policy to curb transport pollution can ignore the fact that a poor public-transport system, 
combined with a high population density, and increasing affluence, has resulted in the explosion of new 
cars on roads across the country. So even if our policies to make each vehicle less polluting work, this will 
be offset by the growth in the number of vehicles. The nightmarish state of traffic on our roads, that has 
forced cyclists and pedestrians off the streets, is a huge environmental problem in itself, quite apart from the 
air pollution it generates.

So, What Are the Long-Term Solutions?

There is really only one solution to this problem. It is to make road use expensive. As long as road use is 
free, any improvement in congestion brought about by new roads or flyovers will only induce more vehicles 
onto temporarily less-crowded roads. Higher diesel and petrol taxes will accomplish this, and are probably 
needed. But by themselves they are not enough, because they apply equally on less and more crowded 
roads, and at less and more crowded times. To reduce congestion, we need to be able to price the more-
crowded roads and times higher than the less crowded roads and times. A congestion pricing scheme can 
do exactly that. Such schemes have been implemented in Singapore, Stockholm, and London. However, 
they use obsolete and expensive technologies. Nowadays, every logistics company from Uber and Ola to 
your local trucking company, uses GPS and the mobile network to track its fleet. The government can do the 
same by requiring every car to have the technology. It will then know where every vehicle is, and the 
vehicles can be charged according to place, time of day, and vehicle size. 

The congestion charges will have to be sizeable to have the desired effect. They will, therefore, generate 
huge revenue that can be used to massively upgrade the public transport systems and pavements. Buses 
and metro services are of little use if one has to risk one’s life walking on the streets to avail them. Revenue 
from the charge can also be used to compensate particularly-vulnerable groups like auto drivers who will 
lose their livelihoods.

How will this happen?

As noted above, there are other sources of pollution. But I would like to close with some more fundamental 
reflections. First, a reader who has got this far will have noticed that I have not said anything about individual 
actions to reduce pollution. The reason is that such actions don’t work in the long run. If I drive my car less 
because I am a good citizen and want to reduce pollution, someone else will occupy that bit of slightly-less 
crowded road space. Pollution problems are fundamentally social issues and require collective action. It 
doesn’t have to be by a government. Rather, it can be by civil society groups. However, such actions work 
for problems at very local scales, whereas air pollution issues mostly operate at large spatial scales. This 
isn’t entirely true, of course. There are things we can do in our neighborhoods to reduce air pollution – such 
as stopping the burning of rubbish. But these actions are quite limited in their scope.

Nonetheless, there is an enormously important role for the citizen. It is to participate in political life, to 
demand that our elected representatives tackle these problems in serious ways rather than posing for 
photo-ops and indulging in gimmickry and campaigns. It means talking to one’s fellow citizens so that they 
develop a better understanding and also make the same demands. It means engaging with the media to 
advocate for good policies and to point out hypocrisies and fallacies that are all too prevalent.
__________________________________________________________________________________

⃰Professor E. Somanathan is with the Economics and Planning Unit, Indian Statistical Institute and 
holds a Ph D. in Economics from Harvard University.



AN ACHIEVABLE REALITY
Eliminating Air Pollution From Crop-Residue Burning

                                                                                          Seema Paul and Priya Shyamsundar⃰

Air pollution is now ranked among the top five leading health risk factors in India, contributing to both 
1 premature mortality and ill health (Dandona et al. 2017).  While the problem needs to be addressed across 

the country, the case for action in Delhi is most urgent as the Air Quality Index (AQI) here rarely displays 
moderate, let alone good, air-quality days. 

Air Pollution from Crop-Residue Burning

There are several sources contributing to Delhi’s poor air quality such as dust and emissions from vehicles, 
industries, power plants and more. Addressing air pollution holistically will require a multi-sectoral and 
multi-regional strategy. However, burning of biomass, including crop residue in Punjab, Haryana and 
western Uttar Pradesh, which contributes to a quarter of Delhi’s air pollution in the winter months (Sharma 

2
and Dikshit 2016) , may be an “easier” source to address. This is because an operational-technical solution 
already exists that is beneficial to both farmers and Delhi residents. If this source of pollution is successfully 
tackled, the public and the government will eventually grow confident about addressing other sources. 

Happy Seeder: A Technology to Enable No-Burn Agriculture

More than 2.5 million farmers across northwest India burn close to 23 million tonnes of rice residue in an 
3

attempt to clear their fields for the next sowing season.  The resulting air pollution impacts farmers and their 
families, as well as millions living in cities downwind. In 2010, deaths due to crop-residue burning across 

4India were estimated at close to 42,000 (Lelieveld et al. 2015).

The solution to crop burning is an innovative agricultural technology called the Happy Seeder. It has been 
recommended by India’s National Academy of Agricultural Sciences (NAAS) as a holistic solution that 
eliminates crop-residue burning while increasing farmers’ income, improving soil fertility and reducing 
water use. Currently, less than one per cent agricultural acreage in northwest India uses this technology. 
However, this can change with monetary support, technology demonstrations, as well as outreach and 
capacity building of farmers.

Happy Seeder technology has now received central government support. As part of its 2018 Union Budget, 
the government of India has agreed to support the states of Haryana, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and Delhi “to 
address air pollution and to subsidise machinery required for in-situ management of crop residue”.In 
January 2018, the Centre had announced that it would earmark ₹1000 crore in the 2018 Union Budget to 
tackle the problem of stubble burning through subsidies on agricultural equipment to manage farm residue. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in his opening speech at the World Sustainable Development Summit 
organised by The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI), also endorsed the need to find holistic solutions 
that provide support for healthy air and soils. He said, “The campaign for clean India has moved from the 
streets of Delhi to every nook and corner of the country. We have also launched a massive campaign to 
ensure that our farmers convert agricultural waste to valuable nutrients, instead of burning them.”

The Happy Seeder is the practical tool that will help implement the prime minister’s vision. It eliminates the 
need to burn crop residue by enabling its in-situ management, and therefore, is also a critical first step in 
promoting conservation agriculture in northwest India. The machine is attached to a tractor and with the 
help of a spreader called the Super-Straw Management System, makes a hole in the soil. Subsequently it 
drops the seed for the next crop, disperses the rice residue and deposits it as mulch – all in one smooth 
operation. 
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The Happy Seeder is a win-win solution for farmers and the environment as it can increase profits by 
lowering equipment and labour costs. Also, it reduces fuel, fertiliser and herbicide requirements. It improves 

5soil health by retaining nutrients and enhancing nutrient-use efficiency by 10-15 per cent (NAAS 2017). It 
can save water by up to 1.45 million litres per hectare through reduced evaporation and elimination of pre-

6
sowing irrigation (NAAS 2017).  This makes it ideal for Punjab and Haryana where declining water tables 
are a serious concern. For instance, of Punjab’s 138 blocks, some 84 per cent are over-exploited or in a 

7 critical or semi-critical state in terms of groundwater availability (Mann 2017). Thus, the Happy Seeder 
offers an opportunity to integrate long-term agricultural concerns with clean-air needs.  

Accelerating Happy Seeder Use Among Farmers 

The central government’s special scheme to support Happy Seeder subsidies definitely addresses a 
critical financial hurdle that farmers face. Under the new scheme, state governments will be able to provide 
a flat subsidy of 50 per cent through direct transfer to individual farmers on the purchase price of Happy 
Seeders, increasing it from the 30 per cent that was being offered until now. Cooperatives, farmer groups 
and women’s self-help groups may receive up to 80 per cent subsidy on the cost of the machinery. It’s true 
that an important step has been taken by the government. However, complementary efforts are needed to 
address the many behavioural barriers and information gaps that farmers face in adopting the Happy 
Seeder for the goal to be accomplished. Here are four areas that require action to ensure success. 
Therefore, government, civil society and socially-minded corporations will need to work together on them:

a)  Awareness, Capacity Building and Demonstration

Majority of farmers are unaware of the existence of the Happy Seeder and its benefits. Many farmers 
believe it to be a good practice to sow in ‘clean’ fields and prefer removing agriculture residue. Such 
preferences will need to change as the machine requires leaving the rice stubble and mulched residue in 
the field. Moreover, its benefits may only become clear once farmers adapt and change their current field 
operations related to fertiliser, herbicide and irrigation applications, which will take time and learning. It will 
be critical to demonstrate the use of the machine to a wide array of farmers and service providers through 
focused-awareness campaigns and capacity-building efforts. Demystifying Happy Seeders by 
demonstrating their use in the field and clarifying the business case by comparing them to other 
technologies will play an important role in their adoption. The government’s Krishi Vigyan Kendras (KVKs) 
can be an effective platform to launch such initiatives. Also, identifying ‘champion’ farmers already using the 
machine and creating platforms to facilitate farmer-to-farmer learning could be effective in removing 
barriers to behavioural change. Further, farmers are unaware that conservation agriculture promoted by 
the new technology offers higher returns compared to conventional agriculture, in unfavourable conditions. 
It’s important that farmers have a first-hand experience of the machine so as to figure out the difference in 
their crop outputs that its usage results in.

b)  Meeting Happy Seeder Demand with Increased Supply

Creating demand for the machine is one side of the story. However, it will only be effective if manufacturers 
can match it with supply. Close to 15 manufacturers currently produce the Happy Seeder, which is not a 
significant number. The machines are not readily available in the market and production is on the basis of 
the orders placed. Even if efforts to increase demand are successful, manufacturers may not be able to 
accelerate production in time. They will need to be incentivised through buy-back guarantees. 
Entrepreneurs and agriculture-service providers who rent out equipment and services to farmers can also 
be strong influencers. Therefore, building their knowledge about the Happy Seeder as the “go-to” 
technology and providing access to credit and equipment will be important. 
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One way to achieve this is by creating model business plans for service providers.
   
c)  Smart Implementation of Subsidy Programme

For this initiative to be successful, it will be important to ensure that the process of availing the subsidy is 
transparent and accessible. In addition, manufacturers should becertified providersof the equipment. 
Further, the current subsidy scheme covers several types of the equipment, but not all of them offer holistic 
benefits to the farmer, environment and soil like the Happy Seeder. 

d)  Enforcing the Government Ban on Crop Burning

It is important that state governments strictly enforce the National Green Tribunal-imposed residue-burning 
ban and display a willingness to stem violations. In the past, this ban was viewed as anti-farmer and 
therefore, not uniformly imposed. However, with sizeable financial incentives becoming available to 
farmers, it would be easier for state governments to convince them to adopt the new technology.
 
Sparking a Movement for Change

The Nature Conservancy India and its partners – International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre 
(CIMMYT), Borlaug Institute for South Asia (BISA), Council on Energy, Environment and Water (CEEW) - 
have been closely following the issue of air pollution arising from crop-residue burning. We have interacted 
with farmers, agriculture-service providers and manufacturers to understand the challenges they face on 
the ground. We believe that a zero-burn agricultural future in the next five years is achievable and the 
government’s financial subsidy is a critical step in this direction.  Along with our partners, we are committed 
to complementing the government’s efforts with initiatives on-the-ground that address information gaps 
and successfully convince farmers to use the Happy Seeder.  Air pollution affects one and all. Therefore, it 
is important for all sections of the society to come together to make the government’s initiative a success. 
There is also a huge potential for corporations and businesses to play an active role in this fight. Among 
other things, they can bring their core competencies and CSR funds to support farmer education and 
awareness building. It is time NGOs, civil society groups, and corporates join hands towards a no-burn 
agricultural future so that there is better air for everyone to breathe in. 

Seema Paul is Managing Director of the Nature Conservancy’s India Program and Priya 
Shyamsundar is Lead Economist at The Nature Conservancy.

Endnotes: 

1 http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(17)32804-0/fulltext - Nations within a nation: Variations in 
epidemiological transition across the states of India, 1990–2016 in the Global Burden of Disease Study. Dandona, Lalit et al. The Lancet, 
Volume 390 , Issue 10111 , 2437 – 2460
2 Sharma, M and Dikshit O. 2016. Comprehensive Study on Air Pollution and Green House Gases (GHGs) in Delhi (Final Report: Air 
Pollution component).  Submitted toDepartment of Environment Government of National Capital Territory of Delhi and�Delhi Pollution 
Control Committee, Delhi. Department of Civil Engineering�Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur, Kanpur- 208016
3 NAAS 2017. Innovative Viable Solution to Rice Residue Burning in Rice-Wheat Cropping System through Concurrent Use of Super 
Straw Management System-fitted Combines and Turbo Happy Seeder. Policy Brief No. 2, National Academy of Agricultural Sciences, New 
Delhi. 16 p.
4 Lelieveld, J., J. S. Evans, M. Fnais, D. Giannadaki, and A. Pozzer. 2015. “The Contribution of Outdoor Air Pollution Sources to Premature 
Mortality on a Global Scale.” Nature 525 (7569):367–71. 
5,6 NAAS 2017. Innovative Viable Solution to Rice Residue Burning in Rice-Wheat Cropping System through Concurrent Use of Super 
Straw Management System-fitted Combines and Turbo Happy Seeder. Policy Brief No. 2, National Academy of Agricultural Sciences, New 
Delhi. 16 p.
7 Mann, R. S., 2017. Cropping Pattern in Punjab (1966–67 to 2014–15).  Punjab – Exploring Prospects. Economic and Political Weekly: 
30-33.
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TACKLING AIR POLLUTION IN SMART CITIES
Policies and Guidelines

                                                                                        Anisha Raman & Shambhavi Shukla ⃰

According to the Census 2011, one-third of India can now be categorised as urban and the population of the 
cities is expected to rise from 285 million in 2001 to 590 million by 2030. Projections show that 68 Indian 
cities will have a population soaring over a million by 2030. 

Cities have always been considered engines of industrial growth because they bring employment 
opportunities, better living standards, security and an escape from poverty. Data from around the globe 
shows that more than half of the world's population lives in urban centres, and, 70 per cent of that population 
will be living in cities by 2050. This rapid growth has spawned crises such as crumbling urban infrastructure 
and dangerously polluted environment. 

Many cities are choking under pollution caused by anthropogenic sources - such as traffic, industry and 
energy - and even the seasonal anomalies now seem like a catastrophe.  Unsustainable urban planning, 
scarcity of land, and incentivising motorisation has led to cities becoming mono-functional and increasingly 
dependent on private automobiles, resulting in unnecessary urban sprawl.

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), seven million people die prematurely from health risks 
every year owing to air pollution. Years of unsustainable policies in sectors such as transport, energy, 
industry and waste management have resulted in poor air quality in the cities. It is in the recognition of this 
crisis that the dialogue on pollution and climate change has now been shifted from a global to a regional 
context. 

Countries committed to climate change programmes--reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions--have 
prioritised a local-action approach on pollution by adapting sustainable development policies on energy 
production and consumption, emission cuts, clean fuel and sustainable transport. These commitments are 
actualised through national policies, state intervention, and strategic long and short-term plans. It is 
understood that such national plans have a long gestation period, owing to political and economic 
impediments, resource allocation and rent-seeking capital interests. 

Polycentric governance structures as well as city structures have to be adapted into city planning. Planning 
and action have to now move to the municipal level where concerted deliberation between autonomous 
government agencies are informed and checked through active citizen participation. In terms of action on 
pollution, this system requires citizens to be aware of the extent of their exposure to pollution. The 
awareness empowers them to act as pressure groups on the government agencies for timely and efficient  
delivery of public services. 

Urban planning, integrated with a technological approach, is now offered as a solution to the decades-long 
flawed planning and economic practices. Efficient delivery of public service, behavioural changes and a 
sustainable reduction in consumption must therefore not only be useful in order to limit the current level of 
emissions, but also to compensate for the effects of haphazard urbanisation.

The New Emphasis on Smart Cities

2
What is a smart city?   The World Bank defines a smart city as one that is technology-intensive. This means 
highly-efficient public services owing to information gathered by thousands of interconnected devices, 
coupled with software applications. 
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The Indian government, on the other hand, has not defined smart cities yet. The smart city policy promotes 
cities that provide core infrastructure to its residents, ensuring a decent quality of life and sustainable 
environment through the matrix of ‘smart solutions’. It situates itself on the principles of a sustainable and an 
inclusive development model in compact areas.
 
Smart Cities Mission in India

The mission is set to cover 100 cities in five years (FY 2015-16 to FY 2019-20). Its statement has economic 
growth at its core, through targeted local area development, promoting mixed land use to create compatible 
closely-networked urban habitats. It sets out to bring in its fold the urban policy design of public transit 
oriented urban mobility, smart parking, intelligent traffic management and integrated multi-modal transport, 
prioritising non-motorised transport, digitalisation of public services, and waste management - reduction of 
C&D (construction and demolition) waste. 

The Smart Cities Mission Also Aims At: 

• Creating walkable localities: Reducing congestion, air pollution and resource depletion, and 

promoting local economy 

 • Promoting a variety of transport options: Promote interactions and ensure security. The road network 

is created or refurbished not only for vehicles and public transport, but also for pedestrians and 
cyclists.  Necessary administrative services are offered within walking or cycling distance. Transit-
oriented development (TOD), public transport and last mile para-transit connectivity  

• Applying smart solutions to infrastructure and services in area-based development in order to make 

them better - using fewer resources and providing cheaper services.

This mission presents a unique opportunity for India to adapt to advanced air-quality-monitoring 
technology. It can incorporate affordable technology by introducing low-cost air-quality sensors into the 
regulatory ambient air monitoring programme run by the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB).  This 
approach would complement the existing monitoring system by providing data on air quality - in hotspots 
and targeted localised areas - providing real-time information to government and citizens alike. The data 
would help the government in framing policies. This approach will also bring about a behavioural change in 
the citizens by providing information about a city - allowing them to make decisions that can improve the 
quality of their lives. 

Current Concentration of Air Toxins

A majority of Indian cities have failed to maintain their particulate matter levels, as most of them do not 
comply with the CPCB set Air-Quality Standards. The numbers have reduced from 13 per cent in 2007 to 
two per cent in 2016. In the National Capital Region (NCR), air pollution levels stayed above the permissible 
standards for 75 per cent of the days during the last year alone. 

The Environment Protection and Control Authority (EPCA) has been constituted by the Supreme Court as 
the coordinating agency between Ministry of Environment and Forest (MoEF), central and state pollution 
control boards, and other state government agencies on all matters pertaining to air pollution within the 
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jurisdiction of Delhi NCR. It issues directions to stakeholders to form a cohesive action plan on air pollution. 
In the MC Mehta case, NCR states were then mandated to implement a Graded Response Action Plan 
(GRAP) in their cities. The plan puts authorities under the scanner and holds out the promise of 
improvement in air quality. A graded response lays down stratified actions that are required to be taken as 
and when the concentration of pollutants—particulate matter (PM) in the case of Delhi NCR—reaches a 
certain level. GRAP includes a range of actions assigned to various agencies such as municipal bodies, 
land-owning organisations, pollution-control boards and law enforcement outfits. The action plan is initiated 
by the urban local bodies based on the health and air quality advisory issued by the Central Pollution 
Control Board. In order to achieve these intensified efforts, work at the municipal level becomes a necessity 
for cities battling air pollution. 

Until now, government efforts to limit or control air pollution have been insufficient. The cities have not been 
assigned an important role in the monitoring process. This is due to the centralistic approach, which 
primarily focuses on national level. It has to be broken down to regional as well as municipal levels. The 
scope for an action plan at the local level has been ignored so far. The Smart Cities Mission extends the 
scope and latitude for action at the grassroots level. It also helps improve coordinated efforts between the 
governance structures. 

Low Cost Monitors

Liveability in a city is determined by its ambient environment, in which air quality is the major constituent. 
Monitoring air quality and sustaining good air are important aspects of city management. Pollution poses 
serious health and environmental risks, with cities exceeding the limits for several air pollutants such as 
PM, ozone and nitrogen oxides. In India, out of the 5,000 cities and towns, a regulatory-monitoring network 
exists only in 268 cities out of which only 24 cities have the capacity to conduct real-time monitoring. The 
rest depends on inefficient manual monitoring.

Current air quality monitoring (AQM) stations take air samples from just a few places throughout a city and 
then create a city-wide Air-Quality Index (AQI). These limited number of AQM stations can’t provide an 
actionable level of detail down to the city block. CPCB has identified a list of polluted cities in which the 
prescribed National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) are violated. Some of the smart cities have 
also failed to meet the set standards. The Indian protocol for monitoring air mandates a minimum 104 
measurements in a year at a particular site, failing which the city annual average is not calculated. The 
monitoring of air takes place at a considerable height to get a clear idea of the AQI. 

Having a low-cost monitoring system is also important. It will help in assessing numerous pollution hotspots 
in the city. Emission measurements are gathered for gases (carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, and 
nitrogen oxides) and then they are linked with the weather data from the same period. However, forecasting 
software provides the data needed to implement targeted responses. Air-quality monitoring grid is 
important to generate data on a regular basis. It helps to assess the risks and implement control measures. 
Developed countries (US, Japan and European nations) have evolved advanced monitoring systems 

3whereas developing countries in Asia and Africa are still languishing with very basic monitoring.   Advance 
systems are more resource-intensive and need a sound technical capacity for quality control of data, 
operations and dissemination. This is often much beyond what a city can afford.

Indian cities require monitoring techniques which can be deployed quickly and are affordable. Low-cost 
sensor-based monitors can be distributed extensively across India’s urban and rural landscape to generate 
local data. It helps in carrying out exposure mapping across micro environments. The cloud-based air 
quality-monitoring devices offer more flexibly located measurement nodes, with all the benefits of cloud-
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data management and integration. Guidelines and methods are being worked upon to integrate real-time 
pollution gas and particle measurements into the smart city platform. It is crucial to monitor local and 
neighborhood activities that contribute to the city’s air pollution. The action planning and implementation 
therefore have to necessarily come down to the local level to make an impact at the state level. Precision of 
the urban inventories depend on the use of the local- activity data as well as cross-border emission.

Smart cities represent an opportunity to increase the density of air-quality sensing.  A cluster of sensors can 
be placed to form a network grid and installed downwind of an industrial facility or used for fence-line 
monitoring of places with high exposure to pollution. This brings air-quality measurements in line with an 

4 
array of city-wide measurements that the approach is expected to offer to a smart city. Sensor-based 
monitoring helps in a vast coverage and provides real-time alert which regulatory monitors fail to offer. 
These technologies analyse pollution and toxin levels on a street-by-street basis, providing real-time data 

5by time and location.  Due to different standards, insufficient data quality, divergent calculation approaches 
and missing data, the comparability of urban emissions is impeded. Such systems should be operated in a 
coordinated manner with other cities and the gathered data should be published in a common database in 
order to ensure comparability. 

What Smart City Offers: Power and Communication? 

A smart city reduces the cost of implementing high-density air-quality sensor networks through power and 
communication infrastructure. The focus of smart city integrators is the network, the hardware and the 
software required to run it. Most smart city air-quality projects have emphasised heavily on integrating 
sensors with the network and coupling. Combining the data with other data sets, such as meteorological 
data, adds value to the raw air-quality data. 

These technologies will inevitably lead to an intense public interest as people will be able to monitor the 
surrounding air and understand the level of actual exposure. This is a powerful tool to connect people with 
the problem, demystify smog and demand action. The Array of Things—a Chicago-based project—is 
collated data on emissions generated in the city and put in a public domain as a common source. China has 
engaged with software giant IBM to assist the government in identifying sources of pollution within the city. 
The scope for such technological integration is wide; it goes beyond just monitoring air quality. It can aid a 
city or state to prepare a cleaner vehicle roadmap. Technology is available to assess the impact of low-
emission vehicles on reducing air pollution. For a country that is embarking on the low carbon mobility 
roadmap-transition to cleaner Bharat Stage-VI fuels, introduction of electric vehicles - this would be a 
crucial tool to administer and evaluate mobility-policy intervention.  

For this technological overhaul to have any effect, it is crucial to see a similar shift in governance structure at 
the grassroots level. The current top-down governance structure has failed due to a lack of coordination 
between agencies and rent-seeking strategy of the automobile and industrial sector. This is despite the 
constitution of task forces to deliver a cohesive implementation strategy. The most current state action plan 
- the GRAP - requires a polycentric structure. It requires a concerted effort from all urban local bodies, under 
the supervision of the EPCA, to act together on identified sources of pollution in Delhi NCR. This strategy 
would only be a success through an exchange of information, data transparency between all stakeholders, 
and accountability through active participation in the process. 

The government processes are still shrouded in red-tapism and administrative delay, while the lower 
department is under the pressure of processing the tasks. Efficiency in collation and  dissemination of 
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 information is tied to action in such a plan. For the air pollution mitigation plan to be effective, the polycentric 
structure has to be supplemented by decentralised and concurrent databases in urban areas. The data 
collection process has to be extended to the district and neighbourhood level. The MoEF is in the process of 
setting up guidelines for sensor-based monitoring. Globally the technology is still at a nascent stage. The 
current issues of quality control in low-cost monitors and data integrity are being worked upon.  The industry 
has invested heavily in the research and development of sensor-based monitoring. The system can be 
brought in place to complement the regulatory monitoring once the guidelines are set.
 
Approach in Other Countries

Various countries have attempted to integrate sensor-based monitoring into existing infrastructure, based 
on citizen partnership, to initiate community-level action in key areas. Chicago is implementing a city-wide 
sensor network that will allow officials to make decisions based on real-time data. In Pittsburgh, high-tech 
cameras allow citizens and officials to quantify and monitor pollution events. Such patterns will allow the city 
to predict potential incidents and take preventative action. In addition to better monitoring of environmental 
issues, the city plans to make the data available on a public domain, for use by individuals and developers.
Other cities have integrated sensors into multi-purpose solutions. More than 65 cities worldwide including 
Boston, Los Angeles and Miami have park benches equipped with solar panels that channel electricity via 
USB ports to charge devices. These benches not only serve as a social space and sustainable source of 
energy, but also house sensors that record air quality, temperature, traffic and radiation.

A distinct advantage of infrastructure-embedded air sensors is their longevity. Integrating sensors into 
lasting features of the urban landscape allows cities to collect data over time and map trends without 
additional interventions. Moreover, these systems can provide instantaneous air-quality data, a useful tool  

6to nudge citizens to action during times of poor air quality. 

Citizens’ Participation

The Air Quality Index, developed in 1968, remains a valuable and widely-used standard for signalling 
potentially hazardous levels of pollution to local officials and residents. But the development of more 
advanced sensors, analytics, and communication tools is allowing these cities to make citizens more aware 
and address the health outcomes of poor air quality. By distributing the data-collection network, cities can 

7
develop smarter and timelier responses to pollution and help ensure cleaner air for all residents.  This 
model is based on participatory governance wherein citizens play an active role. The digitalisation of 
process would inform the citizens of the effectiveness and promptness of the government action on the city 
level air quality. 

Avenues for IT Application: Mobility Crisis

Travel-demand management, an umbrella term denoting actions undertaken to streamline the demand for 
travel, has grown significantly in India. The severity of pollution and congestion caused by traffic are 
determined by how people choose to travel. India took 55 years to attain 10 million cars by 2005. It added 20 
million - twice the number - in the next 10 years. Both cars and two-wheelers have a similar growth rate. 
According to the 2021 Master Plan for Delhi, the per capita trip rate, meaning private commute (excluding 
walk trips) for Delhi has grown from 0.72 in 1981 to 0.87 in 2008. This means that the total number of daily 
travel trips has increased from 45 lakh in 1981 to 118 lakh in 2001 and 144 lakh trips in 2008. This is 
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projected to increase to 280 lakh daily travel trips by 2020. With an average trip distance of 10.2 km and 
growing travel intensity, only augmenting road capacity for vehicles will not help. Cities need to reinvent 
their public transport system to expand road capacity. Inadequate supply of public transport and poor 
integration of these systems have resulted in buses and metro systems running at crushing capacities 
during peak hours, making public transport increasingly unattractive. 

Why are Buses Sustainable?

Buses can be flexibly organised to cover maximum areas of population concentration in a city. They also 
allow direct connectivity with minimal interchange, thus saving both time and money. Bus services are 
affordable, cost-effective and space-efficient for a majority of the population. However, there is a lack of 
deliberation in choosing which technology to adapt when planning for transport facilities in states. Studies 
by academicians from the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), Delhi, show that a bus rapid transit (BRT) 
system has a better carrying capacity than a metro rail system. BRT is comparatively flexible and cost-
effective too, but still, metro receives the technology advancements. 

How Can Existing Bus Services Be Made Efficient?

The issue of inadequate bus fleet size is further compounded by low vehicle utilisation and a high rate of 
breakdowns. These problems are endemic to bus services across the country. Technological interventions 
in the form of Intelligent Transportation System (ITS) have been introduced in a few cities with positive 
results. ITS is the integration of modern technology in various aspects of the transportation system to make 
it more efficient and user-friendly - mainly by collection of fare using electronic ticket-vending machines, 
tracking bus-service time, and eliminating bunching of buses. 

Creating data that can be used for software-assisted real-time adjustments in fleet and crew scheduling will 
also be beneficial. For instance, buses under the cluster scheme have on-board GPS units that help Delhi 
Integrated Multi-Modal Transit System (DIMTS) to monitor their movement. DTC buses do not currently 
have such units as an earlier attempt to instal such units had failed.

Smart Solutions: A Polycentric Approach

The Indian system of governance is pretty complex. Its traditional allocation of land-use legal authority to 
multiple local bodies leads to urban sprawls which cause migration of people to far flung areas away from 
the city centre. Residents of such remote locations then become completely dependent on automobiles for 
travel. This kind of poorly-planned development has a terrible impact on the ecosystem as well as on the 
residents.  Therefore, legal efforts to reshape urban form becomes difficult.

This impediment is also reflected in the Smart Cities Mission. The mission statement states that special 
purpose vehicles (SPVs) created under the mission must be empowered by the state government, and 
have autonomy in implementing the project. However, there has been no legislative amendment in 
municipal laws to this effect despite numerous smart-city projects being underway. However, legal reforms 
alone would not lead to urban transformation and control urban sprawl. The division of regulatory authority 
among local, state and central governments, with a federal government of limited power, creates difficulty in 
implementing efforts to combat the sprawl’s harm. The lack of balanced governance creates predictable 
political and economic hurdles for citizens. It also acts as an impediment for public health and 
environmental advocates seeking to reshape urban form. Not only must laws and regulations change, but 
new forms of governance also need to be created.
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For instance, sprawl and its underlying dynamics tend to be regional or broader in cause and effect. Central 
and state agencies mandate highway construction but have a limited programmatic charge, dealing little 
with associated harms and ripple effects of projects. State agencies often are a source of patronage 
projects, mostly legacy projects for the ruling party that are undertaken with little evidence of public benefit. 

Government officials seldom have incentives to oppose such capital-intensive projects. Historically, land-
use planning and governance have been a local governmental duty, under broad state-law authorisations. 
Even if a local government concluded that a metropolitan area’s dysfunctions were due to the presence of 
multiple dispersed bodies, it would have limited capacity for legal remedy. Inter-governmental competition 
for business and new development thus continues, creating more population dispersion, air pollution and 
traffic.

Provisions of the Air Act, 1988

The Air Act 1988 has mandated the National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect public 
health “with an adequate margin of safety” for pervasive pollutants such as ground-level ozone, 
particulates, and carbon monoxide. This law creates incentives for urban designs that are less automobile-
dependent, by obligating state and local governments to derive state implementation plans to attain the 
NAAQS. 

Based on the level of compliance with these standards, the CPCB categorises cities as non-attainment 
cities. The non-attainment cities are mandated under the Air Act and various Supreme Court judgements to 
develop strategic action plans to achieve targeted emission reduction. Urban planning reflecting these 
principles aims to reduce single-passenger automobile use, traffic congestion, and multiple short trips a 
day—reducing automobiles’ substantial contribution to ozone pollution.  

Local measures to encourage such behavioural changes, if able to create quantifiable air-quality 
improvements, could avoid the imposition of costlier pollution-control methods. It is in this context that 
smart city delivers the transformative process and becomes a solution to the crisis that most urban cities 
find themselves in. Town planning could hold the key to improving both outdoor and indoor air quality. 
Reduced congestion, implementing smart-parking solutions, developing optimised vehicle-route planning 
and establishing clean-air zones would also help improve air quality. However, their effects need to be 
carefully measured and monitored in order to make real progress.

The Way Forward

A polycentric approach to urban development herein becomes the way forward. This approach focuses on 
linking agglomeration of autonomous agencies and de-centralisation of authority, by strengthening small 
and medium-sized towns and networking them with larger cities. It combines the advantages of 
agglomeration and decentralisation. Such a hybrid-settlement strategy that emphasises polycentric 
approach is relevant for smart cities. With polycentric-spatial structure, better use can be made of a 
resource, intensifying land use, reducing the transportation of resources required for basic sustenance and 
moving people across cities. 

Decentralised provision of energy and digital networking can support the advantage of polycentric-spatial 
structures. Polycentric decision-making promotes the participation opportunities of local civil society and 
collaborative governance. Cities should furthermore be embedded in polycentric-responsibility 
architecture. Giving cities and their civil societies more creative freedom within their nation-states to shape 
their development pathways will help. Also, enabling them to network leads to the development of a 
governance-and-responsibility architecture that’s tiered locally. 
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RIGHT TO CLEAN AIR, A BASIC HUMAN RIGHT
A Glimpse at the Legal and Regulatory Frameworks

                                                                                                                                  Swapna Jha⃰

Aren't poverty and need the greatest polluters? Asked the then Indian Prime Minister Mrs Indira Gandhi at 
the first global United Nations Conference on Human Environment held in 1972 at Stockholm, Sweden. The 
question rings true even today and the situation has not changed much. The environmental challenges and 
concerns we face today are a result not only of industrialisation and modernisation, but also of persistent 
poverty. India agreed, despite stark poverty, to the draft of the Declaration on the Human Environment 
which directed the signatory nations to develop laws regarding liability and compensation for the victims of 
pollution and other environmental damages. 

Influenced by this declaration, the National Council for Environmental Policy and Planning was set up within 
the Department of Science and Technology in 1972. It was expanded in 1985 as the Ministry of 
Environment and Forests. The ministry is responsible for planning, promotion and coordination of national 
policies, standards and regulations for the conservation of flora, fauna, forests and wildlife.It is also in 
charge of the prevention and control of pollution as well as protection of environment.

Thereafter, the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974 constituted the statutory 
organisations known as Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) with the mandate of reducing water and air 
pollution. The powers and function of CPCB was further enhanced by Air (Prevention and Control of 
Pollution) Act, 1981. CPCB also started the National Air Monitoring Programme for determining air-quality 
status and to control and regulate pollution from industries and other sources. In 1976, constitutional 
sanction was given to environmental issues by way of the 42nd amendment, which incorporated them into 
the Directive Principles of State Policy (Article 48A) and Fundamental Duties [Article 51 A (g)], casting 
constitutional obligation upon both the “State” and the “citizen” to protect and improve the environment. 

International Developments

While India was taking baby steps in the area of environment protection, the international community was 
taking giant leaps. In 1987, the Brundtland Commission, formed to examine environmental issues resulting 
from rapid industrialisation, published its report titled Our Common Future. The report emphasised the 
complementarity and interdependence between economic growth and environmental conservation. It 
stated that humanity has the ability to make development sustainable, so as to ensure that it meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their requirements. As a 
result, the concept of sustainable development, reflecting the rights of the future generation, took 
precedence over “growth at all costs”. 

Subsequently, the Earth Summit held in Rio in 1992 re-emphasised the creation of sustainable 
development strategies, integrating social and environmental policies with the help of precautionary and 
polluter-pays principle.  Principle 15 of the Rio Declaration states that precautionary approach should be 
widely applied to save the environment against serious damage, using cost-effective measures to prevent 
environmental degradation. Principle 16 states that national authorities should endeavour to promote the 
internalisation of environmental costs and the use of economic instruments. This should take into account 
the fact that the polluter should, in principle, bear the cost of pollution, with due regard to public interest and 
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without distorting international trade and investment. Therefore, the principle made it incumbent upon the 
signatory nations to have appropriate legislation to support it. 

Judicial Activism and Environment Protection

The Indian tryst with environment protection was thereafter supplemented by judicial interventions. The 
Supreme Court (SC), through a series of cases, tried to evolve and incorporate the polluter-pays principle, 
the precautionary principle, sustainable-development principle and recently the concept of 
intergenerational equity as part of the law of the land.

For the first time in Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action vs. Union of India and Ors., SC applied the 
polluter-pays principle along with the principle of strict liability. In this case, the SC, after analysing all the 
provisions of law, held that compensation be recovered under the provisions of Environment Protection Act. 
In Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum case, the apex court held that in view of the constitutional and statutory 
provisions discussed in the judgment, the precautionary principle and the polluter-pays principle were part 

1
of the environmental law of the country .

In Narmada Bachao Andolan vs. Union of India 2000(10) SCC 664, it was pointed out that when the effect of 
a project is known, then the principle of sustainable development would come into play. This will ensure that 
mitigative steps are and can be taken to preserve the ecological balance. The court said: “Sustainable 
development means what type or extent of development can take place which can be sustained by 
nature/ecology with or without mitigation.”

The ‘public trust’ doctrine was referred to by the SC in M C Mehta vs. Kamal Nath: 1997 (1) SCC 388. The 
doctrine extends to natural resources, including rivers, forests, sea shores and air in order to protect the 
eco-system. The state is holding the natural resources as a trustee and cannot commit breach of trust. In 
the above case, the state’s order for a lease grant to a motel located on the Beas river bank, had proved to 
be harmful for the environment. The motel interfered with the natural flow of water, and hence the lease was 
quashed. The public company which got the lease was directed to compensate the cost of restitution of 
environment and ecology in the area.

The SC in several of its judgements advocated the setting up of specialised-environmental courts to deal 
with cases on this specific issue. The Law Commission in its 186th Report of 2003 has referred to three 
such cases by the apex court. In M.C. Mehta vs. Union of India (SCC 176), the SC said that since much of 
environment cases involve assessment of scientific data, it was desirable to set up environmental courts on 
a regional basis with a professional judge and two experts, keeping in view the expertise required for such 

2adjudication.

In Indian Council for Enviro Legal Action vs. Union of India, 1996(3) SCC 212, the SC observed that 
environmental courts having civil and criminal jurisdiction must be established to deal with environmental 

3
issues in a speedy manner.

Once again in A.P. Pollution Control Board vs. M.V. Nayudu: 1999(2) SCC 718, the court referred to the 
need for establishing environmental courts.  These would benefit from expert advice from environmental 
scientists/technically qualified persons, as part of the judicial process, after an elaborate discussion of the 

4
views of jurists in various countries.

The SC referred the issue of formation of environmental courts to the Law Commission. The Commission in 
its 186th Report, recommended the formation of environmental courts, in view of the complex scientific and 
specialised issues relating to environment. 

24
COMMON CAUSE
Vol. XXXVII No. 1

January-March, 2018



These should be manned only by individuals having judicial or legal experience and assisted by experts 
with scientific qualification and environmental experience.

The role of the SC in emphasising on an exclusive forum to deal with environmental cases has resulted in 
the National Green Tribunal (NGT) Act, 2010. The object to this act states that in the judicial pronouncement 
in India, the right to healthy environment has been construed as a part of the right to life, under Article 21 of 
the Constitution. Thus, the apex court’s pivotal role in addressing environmental issues and the setting up 
of the NGT is established. 

Creation of the NGT:

In the year 2010, the NGT Act was passed for effective and expeditious disposal of cases relating to 
environmental protection and conservation of forests and other natural resources. The Act also aimed to 
include enforcement of any legal right relating to environment and giving relief and compensation for 
damages to persons and property and for matters connected therewith or incidental thereto. The statutory 
body established under NGT Act, would have only civil jurisdiction and not be bound by Code of Civil 
Procedure, 1908 but by the principles of natural justice and shall apply the precautionary principle, polluter 
pays principle and principles of sustainable development in arriving at a decision. New Delhi is the principal 
seat of the Tribunal and Bhopal, Pune, Kolkata and Chennai have zonal benches. 

The good work done by the NGT can be gauged from few news reports below:

• NGT imposes Rs one crore fine on Barmer plant for pollution: “NGT on October 4 (2017) ordered 
the Water Pollution and Research Foundation at Balotra in Barmer district to deposit ₹1 crore with the 
Rajasthan Pollution Control Board; the Jasol treatment plant has been ordered to deposit ₹50 lakh. 
This order comes in the course of hearings on the discharge of polluted water from cloth dyeing units in 

5the area into River Luni, causing what is widely regarded as irreversible damage.”

• NGT announces ₹10,000 fine for throwing solid waste in public places in Delhi: “Terming solid 
waste as a major pollutant affecting the city, the tribunal said that civic authorities were under a 
‘statutory’ obligation to ensure that waste was ‘collected, transported and disposed’ of in accordance 
with the Solid Waste Management Rules-2016. All major sources of municipal solid-waste generation 
— including hotels, restaurants, slaughterhouses and vegetable markets — should be directed to 
segregate their waste before handing it over to the corporation, the bench headed by NGT chairperson 

6
Justice Swatanter Kumar added.”

 
• NGT slaps ₹195 crore fine on Pune developer for environmental damage: “Pune NGT imposed a 

fine of ₹195 crore on city-based Goel Ganga Developers for causing environmental damage at its 
7Ganga Bhagyodaya, Amrut Ganga and Ganga Towers projects on Sinhagad road.” 

• NGT holds Sri Sri’s Art of Living responsible for damage to Yamuna floodplains: “The NGT held 
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar's Art of Living responsible for the damage to the Yamuna floodplains caused by 
the holding of the World Culture Festival in 2016. However, it did not levy any additional penalty on the 
organisation…Last year, the NGT imposed rupees five crore as interim-environment compensation on 
the Art of Living Foundation for the event’s impact on the environment. It held that if the amount 
required for the restoration was above ₹5 crore, then the urban body had to recover the money from the 

8
organisation.”

 
• Take 10-year-old diesel vehicles off roads: “NGT has raised concern over 10-year-old diesel taxis 

operating in the national capital and directed the Aam Aadmi Party government to seize them without 
9

any delay as they cause air pollution.”
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Are the Orders by NGT Taken Seriously?

Despite these comprehensive directions by NGT, there has been no improvement in the quality of air we 
breathe.  Most of these orders have either been ignored or are being flouted with impunity. The quoted text 
from the media report “NGT orders impossible to enforce” reveals the inefficacy of the panel’s orders: “An 
investigation by The Sunday Guardian in Kirti Nagar, Kidwai Nagar, Govindpuri, and Nehru Place revealed 
that none of the previous orders of the NGT, such as the ban on diesel generators, construction activities, 
industrial activities causing emissions, usage of polythene bags and entry of trucks older than 10 years, 
was being implemented.

Even on November 11, 2017, when the Air Quality Index (AQI), which measures the concentration of 
pollutants in the air, clocked more than 450 in some parts of the city, construction activities were still 
underway in several parts of the national capital.

Construction activity at the redevelopment site of Kidwai Nagar in south Delhi, which is being undertaken by 
the National Buildings Construction Corporation Limited (NBCC), was going on in full swing and 
construction workers remained unaware of any such ban. Delhi Metro construction work was also going on 
at different locations. Even the ban on diesel generators, which contribute nitrous oxide to the air, was not 
being implemented seriously. Banquet halls and even the city’s shopkeepers continued to use diesel 
generators. Also, authorities were doing little by way of vacuum cleaning the roads or sprinkling water to 
arrest dust pollution….

In addition, despite NGT’s 2015 order banning crop burning in paddy fields, there has been a dramatic rise 
in stubble burning in Punjab, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh. According to National Aeronautics and Space 

10
Administration (NASA) data, crop burning intensified on October 27, 29 and 31, particularly in Punjab. ”

Despite judicial interventions, we continue to breathe in toxic air. The magnitude of the problem in India is 
reflected in the following figures.

Data Presents a Grim Picture

An estimated 62,000 million litres per day (MLD) sewage is generated in urban areas, while the treatment 
capacity across India is only 23,277 MLD, or 37 per cent of sewage generated, according to data released 
by the government in December 2015. That means 70 per cent of sewage generated in urban India is not 

11treated .

“The CPCB has instituted the National Air Quality Monitoring Programme (NAMP). Under the NAMP, three 
air pollutants viz., Sulphur Dioxide (SO ), Nitrogen Dioxide (NO ) and particulate matter size equal to or less 2 2

than 10 micron (PM10), have been identified for regular monitoring in all the locations. Out of 630 million 
Indians covered by the data, 550 million live in areas exceeding national standard for PM10, and 180 million 
live in areas where the air pollution levels are more than twice the stipulated standards. This includes 47 
million children under five years of age, living in areas where the standard is exceeded and 17 million in 
areas where the air pollution levels are more than twice the stipulated standards,” a Greenpeace report 

12
says.

According to the report, "India: Health of the Nation’s States - Disease Burden Trends in the States of India 
1990 to 2016", air pollution was the second leading-risk factor in India as a whole. This risk factor 
encompassed both outdoor-air pollution from a variety of sources as well as household-air pollution that 
mainly results from burning solid fuels in the home for cooking and heat. 
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Outdoor-air pollution caused 6.4 per cent of India’s total Disability-Adjusted Life Year in 2016, while 
household air pollution caused 4.8 per cent. Combined, they make a substantial contribution to India’s 

13
burden of cardiovascular diseases, chronic respiratory diseases, and lower respiratory infections.

Addressing the Challenges

The situation is alarming but all is not lost yet. We may look at a few solutions which may aid in mitigating the 
problem.

•  All legislation related to degradation of the environment should have criminal provisions too. In the case of 
M.P. Pollution Control Board Commissioner, Municipal Corporation Bhopal, the NGT has observed, “Once 
the legislature restricts the jurisdiction of the Tribunal only to civil cases, then that jurisdiction is incapable of 
being expanded to the cases which are patently and substantially criminal in nature and are controlled or 
have been instituted under the provisions of the CrPC……,”. Hence, the NGT should be authorised to 
impose criminal penalty in addition to fines. This will be a major deterrent as polluting companies mostly 
think of financial penalty as a business cost. 

• The following suggestions, given by the National Conservation Strategy and Policy Statement on 
Environment and Development in 1992, if implemented would have yielded good results and should 
be looked into:

 a) Use of clean fuels and clean technologies, energy-efficient devices and air and noise-pollution 
control systems;

 
 b) Setting up of source-specific and area-wise air-quality standards and time-bound plans to prevent 

and control pollution;

 c) Proper location of projects to minimise the adverse impact on people and environment;

 d) Incentives for environmentally-benign substitutes, technologies and energy conservation;

 e) Raising of green belts with pollution-tolerant species;

 f) Developing coping mechanisms for future climatic changes as a result of increased emission of 
carbon dioxide and greenhouse gases; and

 g) Appropriate action to control adverse impact on the Indian continent due to ozone depletion and 
other gaseous effects in the atmosphere at global level.

• More effective NGT: The decisions of the NGT are being challenged under Article 226 in the High 
Courts. Professor Geetanjoy Sahu of Tata Institute of Social Studies too expressed concern on lack of 
any tool in the hands of the NGT in effectively supervising and implementing its orders or to reverse its 
orders if they were found unworkable or required modification. Pointing towards a shift in the attitude of 
the SC from its usual prioritisation of green concern on the environmental appeals to a defensive one, 
he illustrated the outcomes of the Tehri Dam case, Narmada Dam case, construction of the thermal 
power plant at Dahanu Taluka, the Akshardham temple, and Commonwealth Games Village cases as 
some of the examples of the judicial defensive approach which favours infrastructure and huge 

14investment projects over environmental concerns .

• Lack of support: The Finance Act, 2017 and the Tribunal, Appellate Tribunals and Other Authorities 
(Qualifications, Experiences and Other conditions of service of members) Rules, 2017 was an attempt 
by the executive to render the NGT ineffective in its quest to ensure to the citizens a clean, healthy and 
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pollution free environment under Article 21 of the Constitution. These rules were an attempt at 

strengthening the executives and reducing the judiciary’s involvement in the process of selection and 

removal of members to the NGT. The SC has once again stepped in and by its order of February 9, 2018, 

stayed parts of amendments to the Finance Act, 2017, and said appointments to all the tribunals would be 

made as per earlier rules, until the challenges to the provisions of the bill was decided. The law makers and 

the executive should strengthen the NGT rather than dilute its powers.

• Replacing coal with more eco-friendly alternatives for power generation may help as several 

pollutants are released when coal is burnt. 

• Improving public transport and thereafter making strict rules for the plying of vehicles are wise ideas. 

Encouraging car sharing and discouraging people from using personal vehicles may be effective in 

checking vehicular pollution. 

• Engaging the village and district level of governance in dialogue and empowering them to report and 

combat polluting industries and pollution may be considered. Procuring permission of the village 

panchayats prior to setting up of any polluting industry in the vicinity may help improve the situation.  

• Creation of a committee of experts at the state level who would identify, explore, analyse and develop 

measures for checking the air pollution level may work.  The local authority would then be required to 

implement these measures as well as report violation.  The unemployed youth may be roped in to 

infuse new ideas into the system.

• The penalty for pollutant emission should be increased phenomenally. This should be coupled with 

strict supervision by the local, district, state and national authorities.
 
• The Brundtland Report recommends adoption of the agroforestry programmes, citing that the same 

had been adopted enthusiastically by many farmers in India. The National Agroforestry Policy of 2014, 

which deals with the practice of integrating trees, crops and livestock on the same plot of land, has 

several benefits if implemented. It helps cope with climate change by storing carbon. Also, trees buffer 

weather-related production losses, reducing climate impacts. In addition, they provide income and a 

diversity of food sources through tree-based products. The government should initiate similar 
15

programmes, leading to sustainable development .  

Adoption of International Best Practices:

We may also draw inspiration from some of the measures/steps taken to curb air pollution in other 

countries. A few such examples of best practices are given below:

Germany: Berlin has systematically introduced car-emission zones, resulting in more than 50 per cent soot 

reduction. Additionally, the comprehensive strategy addressing high-pollution emitters and aimed at 

significantly decreasing car use has also played a role in improving the city’s overall air quality.

It also has an efficient public-transportation system. This is complemented by a decade-long cycling trend 

that’s supported by constantly-improving bicycle infrastructure.
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UK:Manchester has reshaped its busiest road into a pedestrian-friendly environment, favouring buses, 

hackney carriages, bicycles and emergency vehicles. Improved-cycling infrastructure as well as a free city-

centre bus service linking all the city’s main railway stations, car park, various bus and Metrolink tram stops 

along with key shopping and employment districts are added bonuses. Metrolink is the UK’s largest tram 

network. It boasts 60 miles of track, with 120 trams serving 93 stops at key destinations across Greater 

Manchester, and accounts for more than 37 million passenger journeys a year. Trams encourage people to 

leave their vehicles at home, easing congestion on local roads.

The Way Forward

It is clear that legislations, institutions, fines and other efforts by the executive have failed to usher in the 

desired change. We know that industrial-chimney waste, coal-powered industries and vehicular pollution 

are majorly responsible for the deteriorating air quality in the country. The waterbodies continue to be 

choked with sewage and industrial waste. As per the Global Burden of Disease, 3,283 citizens died every 

single day due to outdoor-air pollution in 2015. Though this data has been countered by the executive, 

stating that “extrapolating techniques” have been used in surveys, it concedes that the situation is grim. The 

SC-appointed Environment Pollution (Prevention and Control) Authority for the National Capital Region 

has formulated a draft comprehensive-action plan in March 2017 for air pollution control. Prior to this, in 

2016, the Centre, under orders from the SC, had framed a graded response action plan to check extreme 

pollution, laying out measures and actions to be taken based on levels of daily pollution. It also provided for 

actions to be taken when pollution reaches public-health emergency levels. These policies have suggested 

the use of less-polluting Bharat Stage VI fuels, restrictions on use of pet coke as well as cleaning up 

industrial fuels through fiscal and policy interventions. They also call for fixing and implementation of 

national-emission standards for nitrogen and sulphur oxide-releasing industries and constant monitoring of 

policy implementation. 

*Swapna Jha is a Senior Legal Consultant with Common Cause.
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A CLEAR VIEW BEYOND THE HAZE
A Survey of Public Perception and Awareness

                                                                                                                                      Anumeha⃰

If you live in a large Indian city and are anxious about breathing unsafe air, your concern is spot-on. But what 
should make you even more worried is that you are also one of the worst hit in the global air pollution crisis. 
Your exposure to toxic air is way higher than those living in developed countries, according to global air 
quality databases.

Let there be no doubt that air pollution kills. It can make you a victim of many fatal illnessess including heart 
attacks, strokes, lung diseases even before you become a clean-air crusader. For people living in Indian 
cities, air pollution data rings out a dire warning: clean up or perish. While environmentalists are taking the 
fight against this scourge to urban streets, citizens too are waking up to the impacts of noxious air. 

In 2017, Shakti Sustainable Energy Foundation, a Delhi-based not-for-profit working in India’s clean-
energy space, commissioned Edelman India to conduct a survey of public awareness and perceptions on 
air quality in urban India. The details of this survey have been presented in a report in the form of tables, 
charts and graphs. Common Cause attempts to reproduce this information in this article. Some figures 
have been rounded up for clarity and easier comprehension. The edited excerpts are given below.

Objective and Methodology

The key objective of the public perception survey was to gauge public awareness, perceptions and 
attitudes towards air quality. The survey was intended to provide an initial assessment that could be further 
developed in its scope to provide better information and sharpen public outreach and engagement. 
Subsequently, it would facilitate discussions on successful interventions to improve air quality. A 
meaningful deliberation would necessitate public participation and a clear acceptance of the need for 
intervention.The survey entailed interviews with over a thousand young, educated and predominantly 
middle- class respondents spread across 11 cities (Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, Chennai, Kolkata, Kanpur, 
Patna, Ahmedabad, Gwalior, Varanasi and Lucknow). The awareness levels of these respondents were 
assessed on the following parameters:

Survey Findings

Awareness about Air Pollution

Three fourths of all respondents said they were aware of air pollution. Delhi showed a high level of 
awareness with no respondent claiming to be unaware. Varanasi and Lucknow lagged behind on the 
awareness scale. However, all cities shared a common concern for this critical issue, backed by a 

1 
consistently-high level of awareness.

Awareness about the Concept of Air Quality Index (AQI)

Among the respondents, two-thirds said that they were aware of the concept of AQI with Delhi and Mumbai 
showing a higher level of understanding. In Delhi, everyone seemed to know about AQI and there was a 
high level of claimed awareness across cities. Varanasi and Lucknow seemed to lag behind on this 
parameter as well, with 10 per cent of those interviewed in Lucknow unfamiliar with AQI. 
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 Awareness about Particulate Matter (PM) 2.5
                                                                                            
Again Delhi scored higher than others as the respondents of the city seemed to be better informed about 
PM 2.5. More than half of the respondents in other cities had no clue about PM 2.5. The survey threw up an 
interesting insight on how only seven per cent of all respondents knew the numerical value of National 
Ambient  Air Quality Standard (NAAQs) for PM 2.5, as prescribed by the Central Pollution Control Board.

How Bad is the Air?

About 60 per cent of respondents rated their city as acceptable or better in terms of the air quality (AQ) and 
the responses did not vary by age group, gender or income levels. The air quality was rated lowest by 
respondents in Delhi, Varanasi, Kolkata and Kanpur, with 24 per cent people in Delhi rating the AQ as very 
poor, compared to seven per cent in Mumbai. Of all the cities, Bangalore seemed to fare a little better, with 
41 per cent rating the AQ as acceptable and only five per cent as very poor.

Impact of Pollution

The maximum impact of air pollution was experienced as irritation to eyes, nose, throat and on skin. One out 
of five individuals feels that the frequency of hospital visits has increased and there’s a significant impact on 
productivity. Almost one-third of respondents cited air pollution as the primary cause of depression. The 
following graph explains how the impact of air pollution is being felt.
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 Pollutants of Big Concern                                                                                                                 

It was observed from this survey that carbon dioxide was the pollutant of highest concern and there was 
unanimity across all cities on this. Particulate matter (PM) came a distant second, despite nearly half the 
respondents saying they were aware of it. Even individuals who said they understood AQI considered 
carbon dioxide as the top pollutant.

Surprisingly, Delhi too seemed to have a scant understanding of the dangers posed by particulate matter to 
health, given its current concentration and exposure levels. This suggests that although respondents claim 
to understand the toxic impact of air pollution, the awareness is rather superficial, and devoid of genuine 
knowledge. 

The Biggest Sources of Air Pollution

An overwhelming 90 per cent of the respondents across all surveyed cities cited vehicular emissions as a 
significant source of air pollution. About half of them considered construction dust and emissions from 
diesel generators as significant contributors. A small percentage of the respondents felt brick kilns were a 
major source of air pollution. 

Is Enough Being Done?

Majority of respondents were not satisfied with action taken by the government in controlling air pollution. 
Respondents from Varanasi were the least satisfied with government action, followed by those from 
Lucknow. Ironically, the survey also revealed that about 30 per cent of the respondents were somewhat 
satisfied with government efforts. This demonstrated a lack of understanding of the problem’s magnitude. 
The figures below illustrate this clearly.

Satisfaction with Government Action on Air Quality
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Are People Willing to Support Firm Action?

The survey revealed some interesting facts. Almost seven out of 10 individuals surveyed were in favour of 
reducing the use of personal vehicles and supported carpooling. Over 60 per cent wanted a ban on plastics 
and termination of open burning of garbage. More than half of those surveyed wanted imposition of fine on 
industries and companies whose activities lead to higher air pollution and mooted shutting down the most-
polluting industries in their cities. 

Action Against  Air Pollution to have an Adverse Impact on Environment

Another interesting insight that emerged from the survey is people’s reluctance in advocating legal 
strictures to prevent and prohibit air pollution. While 80 per cent of those surveyed considered air pollution a 
significant problem, only about 70 per cent were in favour of the government bringing in strict laws to 
minimise and control it. About 60 per cent agreed that polluting companies should be fined in accordance 
with the law.
 
This was perhaps because action against air pollution was seen as being detrimental to developmental 
goals. About 40 per cent of those surveyed were of the opinion that focusing on air pollution will have an 
adverse impact on growth and employment opportunities. About 65 per cent believed that economic 
development and environmental protection are conflicting issues.

The Delhi Effect

Media coverage on Delhi far outstrips other cities. The coverage for the Tier II cities was very low as even 
vernacular media-based reportage on air pollution was severely limited. Between June 2015-June 2017, 
there were more than 1,400 articles on air pollution levels in Delhi, compared to 153 on Mumbai, 10 on 

2 Kanpur and 85 on Bangalore.

Media Interest is Cyclical 

Most of the conversations on air pollution subside during the months of May-September. The focus on air 
pollution starts from Diwali and continues till January due to prevalent haze conditions and issues 
emanating from crop burning. Increased number of stories during March and April could be attributed to the 
Delhi government’s odd-even scheme in 2016.

33
COMMON CAUSE
Vol. XXXVII No. 1

January-March, 2018



                                                                                                                                 

People Keen to Know More

People are actively seeking more information on air pollution and its impact on health dominates public 
concern. For instance, individuals want to know more about the increase in medical conditions owing to air 
pollution (asthma, skin infection and poor visibility).They seek information on undertaking measures to 
minimise health impacts, how other cities and countries have dealt with air pollution as well as adverse 
impacts on children’s health. Nearly 70 per cent of the respondents are seeking information on air pollution 
frequently. In fact, respondents from Delhi are the most active seekers, with nearly 84 per cent seeking 
information pretty often. To this end, government is a trusted source of information while newspapers and 
television are the preferred media. An interesting finding was how 50 per cent of people across cities were 
aware of actions being undertaken in Delhi to curb air pollution.

Conclusion

The survey reflected how people are more aware and concerned about the damaging effects of toxic air 
pollutants, especially on the health of children and aged, as well as their adverse impact on the 
environment. They are eager to participate in affirmative action in mitigating air pollution and are open to 
educating themselves on the subject. The bigger metropolitan cities are naturally more vocal and aware of 
the consequences of air pollution as they are the worst sufferers. A majority of the citizens wish their 
respective state governments were more pro-active in tackling air pollution and are currently dissatisfied 
with the stop-gap and sporadic measures adopted by them. Vivid images of smog-filled cities, notorious 
traffic snarls, mountains of garbage at landfill sites, gen-sets emitting noxious gases are an every-day 
reality for city dwellers. It is worse for people residing near factories and landfill sites as inhaling the air 
contaminated with carcinogenic substances and gases aggravates the risk of cancer. The increased media 
focus has had positive outcome in developing a consensus that the air needs to be cleaned up now.

⃰Anumeha is a Senior Research Analyst at Common Cause. All data, tables and graphics have been 
reproduced with permission from Shakti Foundation. Data interpretation has been done by 
Common Cause after obtaining prior consent from the Foundation.

Endnotes:

1. The sample size of respondents in Gwalior and Varanasi was relatively smaller than for other cities, therefore a higher degree of 
uncertainty is associated with the survey results for these cities.
 2. Note: Part of an overall analysis and not part of the public perception survey.
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                                        COMMON CAUSE UPDATES

Supreme Court:
                                                                                                                     
Allahabad High Court RTI Rules: In a petition by Common Cause, the Supreme Court (SC) in a landmark 
order on March 20, 2018, directed that the fee per application should not exceed ̀ 50 and ̀ 5 for document 
photocopying, for individuals keen to access information under the Right to Information (RTI) Act. This 
order, applicable to all government authorities, addresses concerns expressed by our organisation and 
other RTI activists about excessive fees being a deterrent to information seekers. The apex court, in its final 
order, capped the fee at `50, giving leeway to the high courts (HC) to deal with exceptional situations 
differently. It clarified that this capping would not exclude revision in future, if such a demand arises. The SC 
however, did not specify situations under which fee revision could be allowed, giving room to all HCs to 
charge any amount as RTI fees. 

Right to Living Will: The Constitution Bench of Chief Justice Dipak Misra and Justices AK Sikri, AM 
Khanwilkar, DY Chandrachud and Ashok Bhushan delivered its verdict on a 2005 PIL filed by Common 
Cause on March 9, 2018.

The apex court’s ruling is a confirmation of the fundamental right to die with dignity, as an integral part of the 
right to live, under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. It held that a dignified-life involves smoothening the 
dying process for a terminally-ill patient or a person in persistent vegetative state (PVS), with no hope of 
recovery.  Holding passive euthanasia and a living will legally valid, the Bench laid down guidelines on 
several issues. There are specific rules on who could execute the advance directive and how, what should it 
contain, how should it be recorded and preserved, as well as when and by whom can it be given effect to. 
There are even guidelines on procedures to be followed in the event of refusal of permission by the medical 
board and revocation or inapplicability. The Bench clearly specified that said class of persons without an 
advance directive could not be alienated. In addition to laying down the procedure and safeguards for cases 
where advance directives exist, other protective measures were prescribed too. 

Contempt Petition on Non-Appointment of Lokpal: The petition filed by Common Cause for 
appointment of Lokpal was disposed by the SC on April 27, 2017. The apex court held that the Lokpal and 
Lokayutas Act, 2013, as it stands today, was a perfectly-workable legislation. Hence, the government had 
no justification in suspending the act’s enforcement till the amendments, as proposed, were carried out.  
The government had failed to appoint the Lokpal even nine months after the judgment. Hence, a contempt 
application, seeking the initiation of contempt proceedings against the executive for wilful and deliberate 
failure to fully comply with the aforementioned judgment of the apex court was filed by Common Cause. 

This matter was taken up on February 23, 2018, when the Attorney General (AG) informed the Court that 
steps under the Lokpal and Lokayuktas Act, 2013 were under way and a meeting had been scheduled for 
March 1, 2018. The Court directed the Secretary to the Government of India, Department of Personnel & 
Training, to file an affidavit, indicating steps taken and proposed. In continuation of its stand on March 6, 
2018, the AG on April 17, 2018, apprised the Bench that a meeting for appointment of an eminent jurist, 
scheduled to be a part of the selection committee for Lokpal was held on April 10, 2018.  Though the 
Common Cause counsel urged the Court to pass an order directing the Centre to appoint Lokpal, arguing 
that it was merely dragging its feet, the Bench refrained from passing such an order. The Court desisted 
from taking this step with the expectation that the process of Lokpal appointment would be made at the 
earliest, and adjourned the matter to May 15, 2018.
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Introduction of Electoral Bonds Challenged: Common Cause and the Association for Democratic 

Reforms (ADR) have challenged the introduction of electoral bonds, as part of the Finance Act 2017. They 

feel that these bonds have made electoral funding of political parties more opaque, legitimising high-level 

corruption of an unprecedented scale by removing electoral funding limits for big corporations and foreign 

lobbyists. The PIL seeks direction from the Supreme Court to strike down the amendments made through 

the Finance Act, 2017, and the Finance Act, 2016. It is alleged that such wide-ranging amendments to the 

Representation of People’s Act, 1951, the Reserve Bank of India Act, 1934, the Income Tax Act, 1961 and 

the Companies Act were brought in illegally, as a “Money Bill,” in order to bypass the Rajya Sabha. This 

matter was taken up on October 3, 2017, when notice was issued to the Union of India and other 

respondents. There are no further orders of listing. However, on February 2, 2018, our petition was tagged 

with the petition filed by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) who approached the Court challenging the 

Centre's decision to introduce electoral bond scheme. The CPI(M) contended that the move "undermines 

democracy" and that it will "lead to greater political corruption.”

News Broadcast by Private Radio Stations: The PIL prays for the quashing of unreasonable provisions 

in the policy guidelines of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting as well as its grant of permission 

agreements. This prohibits the broadcast of news and current affairs on frequency modulation (FM) and 

community radio stations. The government sought more time to file its reply in March 2017. This matter was 

taken up on January 18, 2018, when the Court directed that the replies filed in the matter be taken on record 

and the matter be listed after 15 days.

 

An incident closely related to this issue needs to be reported in this context. An official directive has been 

circulated by the Centre on January 17, 2018, asking all states and union territories to constitute 

committees to monitor violation of rules by private-satellite television, FM and community radio channels. 

The matter was dismissed on April 12, 2018, by the bench of Justices Arun Mishra and UU Lalit by default, 

owing to non-appearance of the petitioners.

Petition Challenging the Appointment of RK Asthana as Special Director, CBI: In its quest to maintain 

transparency and institutional integrity in the appointment of key functionaries in sensitive organisations, 

Common Cause filed a petition in the SC, challenging the appointment of Rakesh Asthana as the Special 

Director (SD), Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI). The petition stated that the appointment of SD, the 

second highest authority in the organisation, should be in strict compliance with all the norms laid down by 

the apex court in the past. The petition also alleged that the government and the selection committee 

overruled the opinion of the Director, CBI, in violation of the law on statutory consultation, as laid down in 

various judgments.

The petition also sought directions to the parties concerned to produce before the Court the agenda and the 

minutes of the selection committee meeting under Section 4C of the Delhi Special Police Establishment 

(DSPE) Act, 1946. It was also sought that parties produce the note and material put up by the CBI Director 

regarding the proposed appointment of the Special Director. The petition was dismissed on November 28, 

2017 by a Bench comprising Justices RK Agrawal and Abhay Manohar Sapre. A review petition [R.P. (C) 

28/2018] was filed by Common Cause against the SC order of November 28, 2017, with a plea to 

reconsider the order. The review petition was dismissed by the two-judge bench comprising Justices  

Aggarwal and Sapre on January 23, 2018.
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Contempt Petition Against Lawyers' Strike: The contempt petition filed by Common Cause against the 

strike of lawyers in Delhi HC and all district courts of Delhi on the issue of conflict over pecuniary jurisdiction, 

in W.P. (C) 821/1990 (Harish Uppal vs UoI), was again taken up on January 13, 2017. After hearing the 

counsels, the Court ordered that the reply, if any, be filed within six weeks. The matter was adjourned on 

July 5, 2017, and is likely to be listed on April 9, 2018. As the SC website is yet to become fully functional, a 

related news report is quoted:  “Terming strikes by lawyers as illegal for obstruction of access to justice, the 

Supreme Court has decided to act tough against erring advocates and Bar associations that passed 

resolutions for strike. A bench headed by Justice AK Goel has asked the Ministry of Law and Justice to 

compile information and present a quarterly report on strikes/ abstaining from work so that contempt 
1

proceedings would be initiated against lawyers.”  
                                                                                                 
Illegal Mining in Odisha: There has been much progress since the final judgment on August 2, 2017, when 

the Court imposed 100 per cent penalty on companies indulging in illegal mining -- lack of forest and 

environment clearances, mining outside lease/permitted area and mining in excess of what had been 

allowed. In September 2017, Common Cause filed an application for clarification of issues arising out of the 

judgment. The Court vide order December 13, 2017 stated that in case of non-payment of compensation 

and dues, the State of Odisha shall close the mining operations of that mining lease holder. This was an 

answer to our prayers. The Committee formed by the SC, vide its order of November 22, 2017, and 

consisting of Justices GS Singhvi and Anil R Dave, was asked to ascertain whether there had been any 

violation by any of the lessees of Section 6 of the Mines and Minerals (Development and Regulation) Act, 

1957 in terms of Paragraphs 187 to 195 of the SC judgment and violation of Rule 37 of the Mineral 

Concession Rules, 1960 in terms of Paragraphs 196 to 204, of the judgment.  The SC urged the Committee 

to endeavour to submit its report within a period of 12 weeks from the date of first hearing.

On January 30, 2018, the Central Empowered Committee (CEC) report (4/2018, filed on January 17, 2017) 

stated that compensation for violation of environmental and forest clearance by the 131 mining lease 

holders was ̀ 17417.99 and ̀ 1756.39 crore respectively. The report further stated that as on December 31, 

2017, an amount of `8289.87 crore had been paid by various lessees. During the hearing on January 30, 

2018, the SC directed the State of Odisha to take coercive steps to recover the unpaid dues from the 

defaulting mining lease holders and listed the matter for February 22, 2018. The SC heard the counsels for 

all parties on February 22 and 23, 2018, on the CEC report and directed the matter be listed in April 2018. 

However, we wish to bring the following news items to our readers’ notice:

1. Orissa Post reported that the “Bhubaneswar Chapter of Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce 

and Industry (FICCI) has requested the state government to urge the Centre to formulate a regulatory 

framework, if required through an ordinance. This should allow the non-operational iron ore mines to restart 
2 operations under a deferred-penalty payment mechanism”.

2. “The Centre is preparing a legislative amendment to clarify the definition of illegal mining. This has a 

direct impact on companies such as Tata Steel, Coal India Ltd and Steel Authority of India that are facing 

hefty penalties owing to a SC order on a contentious section of the statute. The central government is 

considering retrospective changes in the Mines and Minerals Development and Regulation Act (MMDRA). 

This will be placed before the cabinet this month after inter-ministerial consultation, sources familiar with 
3

the development said.”  
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Combating the Criminalisation of Politics: The PIL was filed for debarring persons charged with serious-

criminal offences from contesting elections and expediting the disposal of pending-criminal cases involving 

MPs and MLAs. The constitutional validity of Section 8(4) of the Representation of Peoples Act 1951 was 

challenged. A landmark order was obtained in March 2014 for concluding criminal cases against lawmakers 

within a year of charge framing. The matter was tagged with two other cases with similar prayers and was 

referred to a Constitution Bench on March 8, 2016. In a hearing on July 12, 2017, the Court criticised the 

Election Commission for retracting its earlier position supporting a plea for lifetime ban on convicted 

lawmakers. On December 12, 2017, in a tagged case [W.P.(C) 800/2015], the Centre informed the Court 

that it will set up special courts to deal with criminal cases against parliamentarians. The Law Ministry’s 

Special Secretary subsequently submitted an affidavit stating that the Finance Ministry has approved ₹7.8 

crore for the scheme. A five-judge Constitution Bench was set up in the matter in January 2018. (On 

January 15, Common Cause President and Director met their lawyer Mr. Dinesh Dwivedi along with the IPF 

Acting President  Anil Kumar, to discuss the case).                                                                                                                  
 

Illegal Allocation of Captive Coal Blocks: On January 15, 2018, the apex court expressed its displeasure 

over the tardy pace of probe into the coal-scam cases. “Progress in the investigations by the CBI and 

Enforcement Directorate (ED) in the coal scam cases has been slow,” a special bench headed by Justice 

MB Lokur said. The CBI’s special investigation team (SIT), formed to probe the agency’s then-chief Mr. 

Ranjit Sinha, who prima facie tried to scuttle the investigation in the coal-scam case, informed the apex 

court that substantial progress has been made in the enquiry, involving the CBI’s former director. The Bench 

listed the matter in the second week of March to see further progress into the investigation after it was 

informed that SIT will take six more months to complete the probe. As per news reports, on January 21, 

2018, the CBI informed the SC that it has closed its enquiry into 22 coal block allocations, which were made 

from 1993 to 2005, with the approval of the chief vigilance commissioner. “The probe agency, in its 18th 

status report filed before the apex court in coal-block allocation scam cases last month, has said it had 

registered 16 regular cases covering 21 coal blocks during the period 1993-2005. The top court is 
4 monitoring the probe in the coal-scam cases.”

Delhi High Court:

SIT on Over Invoicing Requested by CPIL, Common Cause

Common Cause and Centre for Public Interest Litigation (CPIL), have approached the Delhi High Court 

seeking a direction for a thorough investigation by an SIT into the over-invoicing of imported coal and 

equipment.  The over-invoicing was carried out by various private power-generating companies as detailed 

by Directorate of Revenue Intelligence (DRI) in several of its investigation reports. In the last three or four 

years, several major instances of such over-invoicing have been unearthed by the DRI in which several 

prominent and influential companies are involved. 

Unfortunately, the executive is yet to take action against such entities. In the hearing on December 11, 

2017, notices were issued to UoI (Union of India) and DRI and were accepted by representatives of both. 

On February 7, 2018 the respondents were directed to file their affidavits within two weeks of the date of 

hearing. 
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 In the hearing on April 4, 2018, the bench headed by Justice S Ravindra Bhat sought the CBI’s reply 
on the allegation that it had improperly closed the preliminary enquiry without registering FIR against 
Adani for the over-invoicing of power equipment. CBI has been granted two weeks’ time for filing the 
status report. The Court also directed CBI to file a report on the status of the FIR registered by it 
against NTPC and Metals and Minerals Trading Corporation of India (MMTC). 

The DRI also submitted an affidavit on April 4, 2018, stating that show-cause notices had been 
issued to the companies and the adjudication of cases are at different stages. It urged the Court to 
dismiss the petition, stating that the investigation is time consuming and complicated owing to its 
voluminous nature and the multiplicity of countries involved. However, it was taking all necessary 
steps for expeditious completion of the investigations.

Endnotes:

1.(http://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2018/apr/02/supreme-court-to-act-tough-on-lawyers-who-go-on-strike-abstain-from-work-
1795723.html) 
2.http://ismenvis.nic.in/ViewGeneralLatestNews.aspx?Id=16138&Year=2018
3.Ibid
4.https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/enquiry-into-22-coal-blocks-allocated-between-1993-2005-closed-
cbi-to-supreme-court/articleshow/62593010.cms

                                                           



Air Pollution: Some Facts

• In 2017, the PM 2.5 concentration in Delhi was more than 1200 microgram per cubic metre, 
i.e. 48 times the guideline value established by the World Health Organisation (WHO). 

• While it may be the most polluted city on earth, Delhi is not the only place affected by air 
pollution. This is a global epidemic, with 92 per cent of the world population living in places 
where the WHO air-quality guideline levels were not met in 2014.

• According to the Lancet Commission on pollution and health, 2.5 million people died early 
because of pollution in 2015. 

• According to a study conducted by Health Effects Institute (HEI), particulate-matter (PM) air 
pollution was responsible for approximately 1.1 million deaths, or 10.6 per cent of the total 
number of deaths in India in 2015. 

• Between 1990 and 2015, India posted a 150 per cent increase in annual deaths from COPD 
(chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, one of the diseases attributable to air pollution), 
according to HEI estimates.

• Studies worldwide link exposure of pregnant women to ambient-air pollution with low birth 
weight, intrauterine growth restriction, and preterm birth.  

• The welfare economic losses due to pollution are estimated to be US$ 4-6 trillion per year. 
This is 6.2 per cent of global-economic output, according to Lancet Commission, 2018.

• According to OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) forecasts, 
the global welfare costs of premature deaths from outdoor air pollution may be around $25 
trillion in 2060.

 
• Pollution disproportionately affects the poor and vulnerable. Nearly 92 per cent of pollution-

related deaths occur in low and middle-income countries. Globally, diseases caused by 
pollution are more prevalent among the minorities and marginalised, according to Lancet 
Commission, 2018.

• If no action is taken, population exposure to PM 2.5 is likely to increase by more than 40 per 
cent by 2050, according to the HEI study. 

• According to a study conducted by Shakti Foundation across 11 cities in India, a majority (54 
per cent) of respondents were not satisfied with the government’s action to control air 
pollution. Over 60 per cent wanted a ban on plastic and termination of open burning of 
garbage.
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                                                                                       A farmer in rural Amritsar (Punjab) burning crop residue


