Delhi tops most polluted
megacity list, says WHO
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D among world megaci-
ties, the World Health
Organization (WHO) confirmed
recently, even as IndiaSpend’s
#breathe network of air-quality
sensors reported fine-particu-
late-matter (PM2.5) levels were
almost four times above daily
safe levels, on average, for the
seven-day  period from
September 22 to 28, 2016.

For long-term exposure,
these 24-hour levels are nearly
11 times above the WHO health
standards. Over the monsoons,
Delhi’s air was relatively cleaner
because the rain and wind
diminished the impact of pol-
lutants. But with the season
changing, three of our five sen-
sors in the National Capital
Region (NCR) registered “poor”
to “very poor” air-quality levels
from September 22 t0 28, mean-
ing prolonged exposure affects
healthy people and “seriously
impacts” those with existing
disease. In December 2015,
week-long analysis of data from
#breathe devices showed
Delhi’s air pollution was one-
and-a-half times worse than in
Beijing, IndiaSpend reported.

In 2012, with one million
deaths, China reported the
highest toll from PM2.5 and
PM10 pollution. At the time,
India followed, reporting 621,138
deaths, nearly 10 per cent of the
global toll (6.5 million deaths)
associated with outdoor and
indoor air pollution.

However, between 2011 and
2015, in acomparison of megac-
ities with population above 14
million, Delhi’s ambient air-pol-
lution levels were worse than
Beijing and Shanghai, an
IndiaSpend analysis of the
WHO’s 2016 data of global
ambient air pollution showed.

Delhi recorded a PM10 level
of 229 pg/ms3, followed by Cairo
with 179 pg/m?3 and Dhaka with
158 pg/m3 — the top three
megacities with the most pol-

elhi’s air is the worst
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Annual mean PM10 level (ug/m3)

New Delhi 229

Cairo 179 I
Dhaka 158 I
Kolkata 135
Mumbai 117
Beijing 108 I
Shanghai 8, I

Istanbul 53 I

Mexico City L2

Sao Paulo 35 I

Buenos Aires 26 Il

Source: World Health Organization PM10: Particulate matter10 micrometers or less in diameter

luted air globally. Beijing and
Shanghai were sixth and sev-
enth on that list.

India’s capital was the only
megacity to record a PM10 lev-
el above 200 pg/ms3, exceed-
ing the WHO air quality stan-
dard of 20 pg/ms3 by more than
900 per cent.

Beijing and Shanghai
reported ambient air pollu-
tion levels of 108 and
84 ng/ms3 respectively.

Even Kolkata and Mumbeai
— recording PM10 levels of 135
pg/m3 and 117 pg/m3 respec-
tively — had air worse than the
biggest Chinese cities.

The WHO guideline for
annual mean levels for PM10 is
20 pg/m3 and for PM2.5 is 10
ng/m3. For 24 hours, the levels
should not exceed 50 pug/m3 (for
PM10) and 25 1g/m3 (for PM2.5).
The WHO sourced its data on
India’s air pollution from the
Central Pollution Control Board,

Environmental Data Bank.
PMI0, or coarse particulate
matter with diameter between
2.5and 10 micrometers, are pri-
marily made up of dirt and dust
from farming, factories and
roads, and caused due to the
crushing of rocks and soil.
Most air-pollution deaths
are caused by fine, invisible par-
ticles, called PM2.5, about 30
times finer than a human hair.
These pollutants, if inhaled
deep into the lungs, can cause
heart attacks, strokes, lung can-
cer and respiratory diseases,
and are known to pose the great-
est risk to human beings. Their
measurement is considered to
be the best indicator of the lev-
el of health risks from air pollu-
tion, according to the WHO.
Within India, the smaller
cities of Gwalior and Allahabad
measured the worst levels of
ambient air pollution at PM2.5
levels of 176 pg/m3 and 170

pg/m? respectively. A significant
portion of northern India falls in
a zone with “critical” air pollu-
tion—reporting PM2.5 levels of
over 70 pg/m3 in the WHO’s
mapping of air pollution and
population.

The WHO’s new air-quality
model, it’s most comprehensive
yet, is based on information
from satellite measurements,
air-transport models and
ground-station monitors for
more than 3,000 urban and
rural areas across the world. It
analyses this with population
data in a grid pattern area of 10
sq km. It was developed by the
WHO in collaboration with the
University of Bath, United
Kingdom and confirms that 92
per cent of the world’s popula-
tion lives in places where air
quality levels exceed WHO lim-
its. Upto 97.5 per cent of Delhi’s
16.8 million people live in urban
areas, and the city has a density
of 11,297 persons per sq
km-making it one of the dens-
est regions in the country—
according to Census 2011 data.

“Air pollution continues
take a toll on the health of the
most vulnerable populations
- women, children and the
older adults,” said Dr Flavia
Bustreo, assistant director gen-
eral at the WHO.

Some three million deaths
every year are linked to expo-
sure to outdoor air pollution,
according to the WHO. Nearly
90 per cent of air-pollution-
related deaths occur in low-and
middle-income countries, with
nearly two out of three occur-
ring in WHO’s south-east Asia
region (of which India is a part)
and the western pacific region.

Inefficient modes of trans-
port, household fuel and waste
burning, coal-fired power
plants, and industrial activities
are the major sources of air pol-
lution, the WHO said.
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