If a disaster is to be averted


AIR pollution in Karachi is fast approaching calamitous levels. Conducted by Suparco for the city government, a six-month study on the environmental impact of vehicular traffic reveals a shocking picture of the health hazards faced by the residents of Karachi. In a damning indictment, the study warns that “a mere one microgram per cubic metre” increase in the existing concentration of air pollutants “is likely to be catastrophic”. Tests on volunteers showed that they suffered from low blood haemoglobin counts, possibly the result of high concentrations of carbon monoxide in ambient (outdoor) air. Levels of carbon dioxide, oxides of nitrogen, sulphur dioxide, hydrocarbons and suspended particulate matter (SPM) are also well in excess of internationally accepted limits. The same is true of noise levels at busy traffic intersections. Short-term exposure to these pollutants may lead to ailments of the ear, nose and throat, upper respiratory infections, headaches, nausea, allergies, hearing impairment, heightened irritability and sudden rage. These are all symptoms that residents of Karachi have either suffered themselves or can recognise in others. Long-term effects include chronic respiratory disease, lung cancer, heart disease, brain and nerve damage, and impaired liver and kidney function. The city’s health, in short, hangs precariously in the balance.

With earlier studies pointing to a grim scenario in some other major cities as well, it is clear that the country now stands at an environmental crossroads: the choice between collective well-being and self-inflicted disaster can no longer be delayed. The argument that environmental concerns are a western concept is inherently flawed. If anything, it is the developing countries that can least afford any further damage to their environment. Human misery aside, environmental damage comes at a significant economic cost in terms of health-related expenditure and reduced productivity in factories, offices and schools because of long spells of illnesses. It increases the burden on a fragile healthcare system that is already struggling to keep pace with a burgeoning population. Poor environmental awareness and failure to tackle root causes also mean that precious resources are consumed by damage control in the wake of natural disasters such as landslides and floods, which are caused in part by deforestation.

It is not too late, however, to reverse the process. Nor is there a need to look far for inspiration, at least in the context of the battle against air pollution. Across the border, New Delhi presents a remarkable success story that is worthy of emulation. Less than 10 years ago, the Indian capital was rated as one of the most polluted cities in the world. All that began to change when the country’s supreme court ruled that public transport vehicles must switch over to compressed natural gas (CNG) and ordered the closure of smoke-belching factories. With the right political will, such measures are not difficult to replicate here. Karachi has already made moves towards CNG conversion and the abolition of two-stroke rickshaws. It is now imperative that these initiatives are followed through to their logical conclusion and adopted by other towns and cities as well. The development of a metropolitan mass transit system also calls for urgent attention. Tighter fuel quality and emission controls should become a priority, coupled with a crackdown on noise-making and smoke-emitting vehicles. Industries guilty of air, soil and water pollution ought to be taken to task, particularly chemical and fertiliser factories, tanneries and textile units. A balance must be found between development and conservation.

