
 

As Delhi chokes, pressure grows for Indian
climate action

March 4 2015, by Annie Banerji

  
 

  

An Indian sweeper cleans a flyover as smog covers New Delhi on October 24,
2014

Torrents of thick black smoke billow up toward the smoggy skies as
Kunti Desai feeds a coal-fired furnace to make tar for a Delhi road.

Desai, whose hands and face are blackened by the soot, realises her job
adds to the already noxious air in the city, which often outdoes Beijing
as the most polluted in the world. But, she says, "this smoke brings me
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money".

"It is more important to feed and send my kids to school than to worry
about the air," adds the mother-of-two, who earns $40 a month.

Delhi's air is a toxic cocktail made up of dust and fumes from thousands
of industrial and construction sites and millions of vehicles, which
climate-change champion Al Gore has called "a life or death issue".

The skyline is covered in a haze due to atmospheric dust blown in from
deserts and mass crop burning in neighbouring states, as well as smoke
from open fires lit by millions like Kunti to keep warm or to cook food.

According to a joint study by Boston-based Health Effects Institute and
Delhi's Energy Resources Institute, at least 3,000 people die prematurely
every year in India's capital because of high exposure to air pollution.

Kunti's life provides a snapshot of the challenge Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi faces ahead of a climate conference in Paris in
December, where governments are to make pledges on cutting Earth-
warming carbon emissions.

Frequent blackouts

At a time when most homes and factories suffer frequent blackouts,
Modi is being urged to cut India's heavy reliance on coal.

World leaders have been steadily nudging India—the third-largest source
of greenhouse gases—to announce its target, especially after the two top
emitters, China and the United States, signed a pact in November.

US President Barack Obama added to the pressure in January, saying the
world did not "stand a chance against climate change" unless developing
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nations like India reduce dependence on fossil fuels.

India has resisted committing itself to major emissions cuts, fearing they
would compromise efforts to boost living standards in a country where
more than a quarter of its 1.2 billion people are poor.

  
 

  

An Indian labourer sorts coal at a roadside shop at Trilokpuri in eastern New
Delhi on November 4, 2014

The government argues the burden should lie with industrialised
countries, which have been accused of hypocrisy in heaping demands on
poorer nations.

Arunabha Ghosh, head of the Delhi-based Council on Energy,
Environment and Water, agreed India was not ready to set an emissions
target like China as it could hurt the economy.
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"The government's development dimension is not just rhetoric, it has
real content. Aggressive renewable energy targets would make electricity
unaffordable for the bottom 20 percent of households," Ghosh told AFP.

"It's a dilemma that raises the question: who will bear the burden of
these high costs?"

Energy vs environment

India aims to have 100,000 megawatts of solar power by 2022 from just
3,000 MW currently, and predicts the renewable energy industry could
generate business opportunities worth $160 billion in the next five years.

Modi has promised to provide electricity to more than 300 million
Indians currently without power through solar energy by 2019.

But he is also betting big on coal, a key source of greenhouse gas
emissions, with plans to double production to one billion tonnes by 2019.

Currently 60 percent of the country's power comes from abundant coal,
which studies show kills up to 115,000 Indians a year.
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Smog covers buildings in New Delhi in this aerial photo on May 8, 2014

More than half of India's population lives in areas where the average
concentration of small airborne particles, known as PM 2.5, are much
higher than considered safe, causing increased rates of lung and heart
disease.

Residents of Delhi have grown accustomed to waking up to smoggy
skies while heated debates over air quality are now a staple of night-time
television.

India has been embarrassed by comparisons with China's pollution
levels, with a 2014 Environmental Performance Index report by the US's
Yale and Columbia universities finding that New Delhi was on par with
Beijing.
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Delhi authorities initially disputed a World Health Organization study
last year that found the city had "the world's worst air quality," but later
admitted it was indeed worse than the notoriously smoggy Chinese
capital.

Modi, who has created one of Asia's biggest solar parks in his home state
of Gujarat, allocated $1.6 billion for climate projects in Saturday's
budget and hiked taxes on fossil fuels.

But Vikram Mehta, head of Brookings India, said the budget ignored
"the conflictual trade-off between the need for energy and the
imperative of environmental protection".

Mehta wrote on the think-tank's website: "Other than the passing
reference to a carbon tax, his (Finance Minister Arun Jaitley's) speech
contained nothing to ameliorate the concerns of environmentalists."

A recent government survey said India "can make substantial
contributions" in the Paris conference, when nations will seek to limit
the rise in global temperatures to two degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees
Fahrenheit) over pre-Industrial Revolution levels.

Modi, who once suggested yoga could combat climate change, says he
feels no foreign pressure but worries over "what kind of legacy we want
to leave for our future generations".
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