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THE COST OF CLEARING THE AIR
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Pollution - Air, Water, Soil & E-waste

In February, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced a 4,400 crore package for 2020-
21 to tackle air pollution in 102 of India’s most polluted cities. The funds would be used to
reduce particulate matter by 20%-30% from 2017 levels by 2024 under the National Clean Air
Programme (NCAP) though it isn’t clear what the budgetary outlays for subsequent years are
likely to be.

Though it was the largest-ever yearly allocation by a government to specifically tackle air
pollution, the fine print revealed that only half the money was finally allotted to 15 States (and 42
cities in them) in November. The rest will be given in January based on how cities achieve
certain ‘performance parameters’ that are still being worked out by the Centre.

It is unclear if this amount is adequate to handle the task of improving air quality. For one, the
scale of the problem is unknown. Delhi, after being the epitome of pollution for at least two
decades, has only in the last two years managed to firmly install an extensive network of
continuous ambient air quality monitors — about 37 and the highest in the country — managed
by several government or allied bodies. There are several organisations with their own networks.
It has also managed to conduct source apportionment studies and now, though still contested,
has the minimum data to determine the degree of pollution that is contributed by its own
activities (construction, road dust, vehicle movement) and that brought on from external sources
such as stubble burning. Several research studies and numerous hours of litigation have
contributed to establishing this and the actual taxpayer money that has actually gone into it far
exceeds allocations that find mention in the Centre and State government’s budgeting books.

Several of the States with the most polluted cities that have been allotted NCAP funds are
expected to spend a substantial fraction in the act of measurement. Maharashtra and U.P., by
virtue of their size, got the maximum funds: close to 400 crore.

An analysis by research agencies Carbon Copy and Respirer Living Sciences recently found
that only 59 out of 122 cities had PM 2.5 data available. Historically, cites have used manual
machines to measure specified pollutants and their use has been inadequate. Only three States,
for instance, had all their installed monitors providing readings from 2016 to 2018. Prior to 2016,
data aren’t publicly available making comparisons of reduction strictly incomparable. Now
manual machines are being replaced by automatic ones and India is still largely reliant on
imported machines though efforts are underway at institutions such as the Indian Institute of
Technology, Kanpur to make and install low-cost ones.

The funds don’t account for the trained manpower and the support system necessary to
effectively maintain the systems and these costs are likely to be significant. Then comes the all-
important aspect of cleaning up. A Right to Information disclosure sourced by the research
agencies revealed that for four cities in Maharashtra 40 crore had been assigned. Pollution
clean-up activities have been assigned 50% of this budget and another 11 crore are allotted for
mechanical street sweepers. Depending on the specific conditions in every city, these
proportions are likely to change. Therefore budgetary allocations alone don’t reflect the true cost
of stemming air pollution.

Also, money alone doesn’t work. In the case of the National Capital Region, at least 600 crore
was spent by the Ministry of Agriculture over two years to provide subsidised equipment to
farmers in Punjab and Haryana and dissuade them from burning paddy straw. Yet this year,
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there have been more farm fires than the previous year and their contribution to Delhi's winter
air woes remain unchanged. A clear day continues to remain largely at the mercy of favourable
meteorology. While funds are critical, proper enforcement, adequate staff and stemming the
sources of pollution on the ground are vital to the NCAP meeting its target.

jacob.koshy@thehindu.co.in

You have reached your limit for free articles this month.

To get full access, please subscribe.

Already have an account ? Sign in

Start your 14 days free trial. Sign Up

Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
like NRC
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