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General Studies-3; Topic: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, 
environmental impact assessment 

Delhi's Air Pollution 

1) Introduction 

• Air pollution in India is not simply an environmental problem, but a major public health concern. 

• It impacts all those breathing in the polluted air — children, the elderly, women and men alike. 

• As Delhi’s Air Quality Index crosses 500, the national capital has officially entered the public health 
emergency category. 

2) Pollution related Statistics 

• Recently, the Centre for Science and Environment reported that air pollution kills an average 8.5 
out of every 10,000 children in India before they turn five. 

• Similarly, the WHO in 2016 reported that pollution has led to the deaths of over 1 lakh children in 
India. 

• Several internationally acclaimed studies have affirmed that life expectancy in India has declined 
anywhere between two to three years. 

• Statistics show that India is in a worse situation compared to its global counterparts. 

• According to Greenpeace, 22 of the world’s 30 most polluted cities are in India and Delhi has yet 
again bagged the position of the world’s most polluted capital. 

• In 2018, India was placed in the bottom five countries on the Environmental Performance Index, 
ranking 177th out of 180 countries. 

3) India’s Air Act 

• In its present form, India’s Air Act does not mention or prioritise the importance of reducing the 
health impact of rising pollution. 

• It is essential to retrace our steps back to the Air Act of 1981 that governs our pollution control 
system. 

• Under the 1981 Air Act, the Pollution Control Boards are presently unable to fulfil their mandate as 
watchdogs against polluting industries. 

• A new bill will plug many loopholes in the 1981 Act and would align the functions and priorities of 
the Pollution Boards towards reducing the adverse impact of pollution on human health in India. 

• A new law on air pollution should protect health needs to become the central mission 

• If State Boards find evidence of excess air pollution, they should take all measures possible to 
actively disseminate this information to the masses. 

• While the boards cannot levy penalties, in the new law they should be empowered to encash 
environmental compensations from polluting industries 

• Breathing clean air is the fundamental right of every Indian citizen. 

• Human health must become a priority when it comes to legislating on air pollution. 

4) International Practice 

• In the United States, the Clean Air Act has proven that public health and economic progress can go 
together. 

• The aggregate national emissions of the six common pollutants in the USA dropped an average of 
73 per cent from 1970 to 2017. 
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• After declaring a war on pollution, Chinese cities reduced particulate concentration by 32 per cent 
in 2018. 

5) Impact 

• Young children’s health and quality of life are being significantly affected. 

• Currently, breathing in Delhi’s air is similar to smoking 22 cigarettes in a day. 

• Many people will experience acute respiratory and eye symptoms. 

• The carcinogenic pollutants increase risk of stroke, heart disease and lung cancer 

6) Concerns / Challenges 

• Industries’ disregard for the environment and lack of modern techniques in farming. 

• Pollution caused by local sources like crop-burning in neighbouring states of Haryana and Punjab 

• Air Pollution has not become an electoral priority for political leaders. 

• The government shows no willingness to bring a bill or law compelling central and state 
governments to ensure that its citizens are breathing clean air. 

• With little to no legal mandate and a low budgetary allocation under programmes such as the 
National Clean Air Programme. 

• India’s pollution liability regime has never prioritised the adverse impact of pollution on health. 

• The sheer size of India makes rapid progress difficult like enforcing ban on farmers burning stubble 
after harvest. 

7) Way Forward 

• We should devise a more robust, permanent solution to the problem of pollution. 

• This forms the basis of the need for amending the 1981 Air Act and making it more compatible with 
contemporary India. 

• Higher targets need to be set and penalties need to be stricter. 

• Accountability and deterrence are essential in making sure industries comply with emission 
standards. 

• Centre and states must work in synergy to ensure that targets set for the country and states are 
fulfilled. 

• Greater public transparency is essential to the success of winning the war on air pollution. 

• Pollution control boards must be empowered sufficiently to ensure that pollution does not take 
more lives or hinders the overall progress of India. 
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