Choking on pollution, Delhi may have to wait
a while for health advisories from the govt

PHITHE CHATTERJEE
MNEW DELHI, DECEMBER 3

THE DELHI government is unlikely toissuea
detailed health advisory on the poor air qual-
ityinthe capital amytime soon. in spite of ex-
 plicit instructions from the Mational Green
Tribunal {(NGT) to do so, according to sources.

Officials of the Delhi Pollution Control
Committee (DPCC), the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB) and the Director
General Health Services (DGHS ) held a meet-
ing Thursday to discuss contingency meas-
ures to tackle Delhi’s deteriorating air qual-
ity. Though the meeting was held as per the
MNGT's instructions, no decision on issuing
public advisories — about the poor air qual-
ity in the capital and ways to reduce expo-
sure to it — was taken, said sources.

“We held discussions and identified
proactive steps that we can take in a develop-
ing city and in particularly bad pockets like
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Anand Vihar, ITO and R K Puram. Some pol-
lutants are becoming problematic in partic-
ular areas, like Benzene in Civil Lines and
Mandir Marg. We will be taking i
steps to reduce pollution rather than telling
people tostay indoors and halttheir activities
due to poor air quality,” said an official who
was present at the meeting.

While experts have not yet sugzested that
schools should be shut due to rising pollu-
tion levels, they have advised the Delhi gov-
emment to direct schools to reduce outdoor
activities for students on days with particu-
larly poor air quality, said sources,

“We have no plans of advising that activ-
ities of schoolchildren and others should be
restricted. We are looking at targeting people
who cause pollution to target the source, as
advised by the NGT, rather than take steps to
restrict people inside their homes,” said a
source who attended Thursday's meeting.

The Delhi government was looking at
steps to reduce traffic congestion and use of

DG sets in poor air quality areas, to curb
sources of pollutants. In a meeting called by
the DGHS in late November before the NGT
ordersources said independent experts had
pointed out the need for a smog alert system
and associated health advisories.

“One environment expert had put to-
gether a detailed health advisory based on
the parameters of air quality, defined on the
national air quality index (AQH). The advisory
urged limited exposure to ambient air and
outlined precautions that people in particu-
lar age groups, like children, the elderly and
those diagnosed with existing diseases,
should take," said sources. Some long-term
measures including ensuring schools and
hospitals are not constructed near trafficin-
tersections were also suggested, added the
sources, Mearmwhile, over ayear after launch-
ing a national index to measure air quality,
not much seems to have been done by the
Centre to issue a health advisory on it

According to sources, some medical

members from the group of experts which
drafted the National AQI, including Dr Arun
Agarwal, Dr T K Joshi from MAMC and Dr G
C Khilnani from AIIMS, among others, were
called by the CPCB for a meeting in October
on steps needed to prepare a health advisory,
but that meeting was pastponed.

*We received a letter from the CPCB no-
tifying us of the meeting on October 17 or 18.
But then we received another email... telling
usithad been postponed. There has been no
communication from the CPCB since then,"
said a member. CFCB member-secretary AB
Akolkar did not respond to phone calls or
texts from The Indian Express,

Whille the national AQl was being drafted,
the need for a detailed health advisory had
been discussed, said sources. “At that time,
the Centre had said state governments would
have to be imvolved._. after the introduction of
AQI, not a single meeting has been con-
vened,” said another expert whowas on the

drafting committee.

Delhi witnessed another smog-covered morning Thursday. Tashi Tobgyal




