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Delhiites have to keep paying the cost
of pollution over the next decade

State stalling over the last 20 years robs the city of softer options and time. BY ASIT K BISWAS AND CECILIA TORTAJADA

HEN India became independent in

1947, Delhi had a population of 0.7 mil-

lion. The city thereafter witnessed ex-

plosive growth. By 1950, the popula-

tion had doubled to about 1.4 million.
By 1986, less than four decades after the country’s inde-
pendence, Delhi’s population had increased 10-fold. By
1997, the increase was 15 times, and, in 2015, it had an esti-
mated population of 18.6 million, making it the fifth most
populated city in the world.

The situation becomes even more dire if the urban ag-
glomeration of Delhi is considered. In 2014, the United Na-
tions estimated that Tokyo was the largest urban agglomer-
ation of the world, with 38 million inhabitants, followed by
Delhi with 25 million. In other words, Tokyo had 50 per
cent more people than Delhi did.

From 2020, Tokyo’s population is expected to decline,
but Delhi would continue its explosive growth. By 2030, To-
kyo is estimated to be the home of 37 million, but Delhi's
rise is expected to be fast, to 36 million. In other words,
over the next 16 years, Delhi's population is expected to go
up by 11 million. The increase in only 16 years would cre-
ate a new complete megacity!

The phenomenal growth in population in Delhi since
1947, accompanied by equally exponential increase in hu-
man activities, plus the fact that this growth has been poor-
ly managed, have meant that Delhi is paying the economic,
social and environment costs of its mismanagement and
bad planning. Provision of basic and essential services such
as health care, education, electricity, public transportation,
water, waste-water collection and treatment and sol-
id-waste disposal have fallen far behind what is desirable,
or even sometimes minimally required, for livability.

Absence of essential infrastructure such as housing,
transportation, communication, water and waste-water
treatment plants, as well as lack of adequate land-use plan-
ning regulations and their enforcement; institutional and
administrative inefficiencies; pervasive corruption, dearth
of long-term visions by politicians and bureaucrats, popu-
list and ad-hoc policies and rent-seeking practices of both
the public and private sectors have steadily deteriorated
the quality of life, environment and social conditions and
the moral fabric of the city.

Take air pollution in Delhi. The city now has the dubious
distinction of being the most polluted city in the world. Sad-
ly, India is now home to 13 of the 20 of the most-polluted
cities of the world. While the world was castigating Beijing

for being the most polluted city of the world, Delhi had
stealthily stolen the “crown”

Sadly, both the central and the state governments have
not done their jobs for decades. Politicians and bureau-
crats have been too afraid to take the right decisions, even
though the actions, had they been taken in time, would
have significantly benefited the population of Delhi.

During the post-1990 period, the air quality in Delhi
was poor. However, neither the politicians nor the bureau-
crats had the courage or vision to take some hard deci-
sions. In response to a writ petition filed by public-interest
lawyer MC Mehta, the Supreme Court of India gave a land-
mark judgement on July 20, 1998. Among its many require-
ments were that the number of buses be increased to
10,000 by April 1, 2001, and the entire city bus fleet be con-
verted to compressed natural gas (CNG).

Not surprisingly, both the government and public sec-
tor dragged their feet to implement the order. Five days be-
fore the order was to kick in, the Supreme Court noted that
“due to lack of effective action taken by the private bus op-
erators and also the government authorities”, urban chaos
may follow.

On April 4, 2001, the Court was distressed to see re-
ports in the media about the “defiant attitude” on the part
of the Delhi administration to comply with the Court’s or-
ders, which the Court deemed “wholly objectionable and
not acceptable”. In other words, the Court had basically is-
sued a contempt notice on the government.

ATTITUDE PROBLEM

There is no question that there was an “attitude” problem
with the Delhi administration. Had the Court not taken a
strong stand, the order would have been extensively dilut-
ed.

The Supreme Court intervention significantly improved
the air quality of Delhi. But instead of taking advantage of
this improvement to then formulate and implement a
long-term air-quality management strategy, the central
and Delhi authorities basically ignored the problem.

Fast forward a decade and air quality in Delhi has wors-
ened to what it was when the Supreme Court took its deci-
sion in 1998, as a result of the exponential increase in pop-
ulation, economic activity and traffic.

In 2014, when WHO reported that Delhi has the highest
level of air pollution of any city in the world — even worse
than Beijing — the officials bristled and responded that the
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UN Agency had overestimated the pollution levels in the
capital. The member-secretary of Central Pollution Control
Board said: “Delhi is not the dirtiest... certainly it is not that
dangerous as projected.”

The US Embassy in Delhi now routinely publishes air
quality index over its compounds. Many Indians trust this
index more than those available officially.

As the number of middle-class, educated people has
grown significantly in Delhi and because of communica-
tion and information revolution, people have become
aware of the health costs of air pollution. Politicians and bu-
reaucrats are now under tremendous pressure to improve
the city’s air quality. However, decades of inaction and ne-
glect have meant that Delhi has run out of any soft and
easy options, and also time.

In terms of health impact, an epidemiological study car-
ried out by the Central Pollution Control Board and Chitta-
ranjan National Cancer Institute of Kolkata on 11,628 chil-
dren from 36 Delhi schools found that every third child
had impaired lung function. A 2010 study by Boston
Health Effect Institute estimated at least 3,000 annual pre-
mature deaths were occurring in Delhi due to air pollution.
Even President Barack Obama’s three-day visit to Delhi in
January 2015 was estimated to have reduced his lifespan
by six hours from inhaling the world’s most toxic air.

Efforts such as the latest licence-plate rationing system
have attracted considerable media attention. This may di-
vert public attention on air pollution temporarily, but by it-
self will not contribute to any perceptible long-term im-
provement in air quality.

Delhi now has more vehicles than three other Indian
megacities — Chennai, Kolkata and Mumbai - put together.
Itis adding some 1,400 new vehicles to its roads every day.
It is a safe bet that within the next few months, if the li-
cence-plate rationing system continues, there will be a
thriving black market in these plates. As it marches to-
wards being the unstoppable, most populous agglomera-
tion of the world in about a decade, it needs many hard de-
cisions which the politicians are still loathe to make.

Unfortunately, Delhites will continue to pay serious
health and environmental costs for the inaction of its past
governments, and inadequate policy responses of its cur-
rent and future governments, for at least the next decade.

1 The writers are, respectively, distinguished visiting
professor and senior research fellow at the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, National University of Singapore.



