
H E A LT H  &  S C I E NC E
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 31, 2015

NEW DELHI: Millions of Delhi residents
will have to find alternative ways to work
from Friday, when authorities launch a tri-
al of draconian traffic restrictions to try to
clean up the world’s most polluted capi-
tal. Private cars will be banned from the
roads on alternate days from January 1 as
part of a slew of measures aimed at
reducing smog levels that include shut-
ting some coal-fired power plants and
vacuuming roads to reduce dust. The
Delhi government announced the
scheme after a court ordered authorities
to tackle pollution levels more than 10
times the World Health Organization’s
safe limits.

It will run for an initial two-week trial
period, but many commuters fear the
government will have little choice but to
introduce a longer-term ban given the
scale of the problem. However, some crit-
ics warn the measures will be unenforce-
able in a city where traffic rules are
already routinely flouted. Many believe
Delhi residents will deploy the famed
Indian skill of “jugaad” creating a cheap
alternative solution-by forging number
plates or buying second cars. “ The
biggest challenge is to make people
realise that this fight against pollution is
for them, for their health, for their own
good,” Delhi’s transport minister Gopal
Rai said.

“They will only be cheating them-
selves with ‘jugaad’. There is no magic
button that will make the pollution disap-
pear. We must act now.” To cope with the
extra pressure on the public transport
network, Delhi’s government has hired
around 3,000 private buses to provide
shuttle services into the city from resi-
dential areas. Schools have been ordered
to remain closed until the trial ends on
January 15 so that their buses can be
pressed into action. Traffic police and

10,000 volunteers will monitor cars at
checkpoints across the city and violators
will  be fined 2,000 rupees ($30) -
extremely steep for the average resident.

Travel nightmare
Around 8.5 million vehicles clog up

Delhi’s roads and 1,400 new cars are
being added every day as the city’s resi-
dents become more affluent. That has
contributed to Delhi being the most pol-
luted of 1,600 cities around the world
that were surveyed by the World Health
Organization last year. Delhi’s air quality
drops dramatically during winter when
farmers in neighboring states burn crop
stubble, while poor residents light fires to
keep warm and the colder air traps pollu-
tants in the atmosphere.

The city has in recent weeks been
enveloped in a toxic soup that has cut vis-

ibility and pushed PM 2.5 levels more
than 10 times over the WHO’s recom-
mended safe limit. These extremely fine
particles-less than 2.5 micrometres in
diameter-are linked to increased rates of
chronic bronchitis, lung cancer and heart
disease. The new restrictions, in place
from 8am to 8pm everyday except
Sunday, will allow cars with odd-num-
bered licence plates to drive on odd-
numbered dates and those with even-
numbered plates on the others. They
have divided Delhiites, with many look-
ing forward to the novelty of congestion-
free roads while others in the city’s vast
commuter belt grumble that getting to
work will be impossible.

Many have complained the plan
ignores other sources like dust-generat-
ing construction sites, crop burning and
dusty winds from the arid west.

Environmental campaigners point out
there are dozens of exemptions to the
driving ban, including dignitaries, women
driving alone and motorcycles-which it
says contribute up to 31 percent of total
vehicular pollution. “Let’s not convince
ourselves wrongly that a simple odd-
even policy will solve the overall air pollu-
tion issue,” Arunabha Ghosh, head of the
Delhi-based Council on Energy,
Environment and Water, told AFP.

“Otherwise, we will be simply kicking
the can down the road and we will create
a feeling of distrust among citizens and
the government machinery.” Delhi’s air
improved dramatically in 2002 when its
diesel-guzzling public transport-buses,
taxis and autorickshaws-switched to
clean compressed natural gas (CNG).
Since then India’s breakneck develop-
ment, generous diesel subsidies and low
emission standards have led the city’s air
to deteriorate to a point where it claims
up to 30,000 lives every year, according to
the Delhi-based Centre for Science and
Environment. Beijing imposed similar
restrictions ahead of the 2008 Olympics,
producing its best air quality in a decade. 

Analysts, however, say India’s
ingrained culture of corruption and non-
compliance will make that harder to
achieve than in authoritarian China.
Complicating things further, Delhi’s
police force is controlled by the federal
government, whose ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party lost a bitter election battle
against the city’s chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal this year. Pankaj Mehta, who
drives 45 kilometers (30 miles) to work
daily, predicted tiring times ahead.
“Rickshaw, then metro, then feeder bus,
then walk - back and forth. A travel night-
mare,” the 42-year-old said. “But if it
makes breathing easier, then it may be
worth it.” — AFP 

Smog-choked Delhi 

gears up for car ban
Critics warn the measures will be unenforceable 

NEW DELHI: An Indian worker displays a sticker on his vehicle that indicates
it runs on compressed natural gas (CNG) after getting it checked at a pump
in New Delhi. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Pedestrians make their way across a footbridge over a steady
stream of vehicles crowding an avenue during the evening rush hour in
New Delhi. — AFP 

RENO: Fifteen years after US reg-
ulators started assessing damage
and health risks at an abandoned
Nevada copper mine, the
Environmental Protection Agency
is moving to designate the con-
taminated land a Superfund site,
a step the state could still oppose.
Rural neighbors of the World War
II-era mine that has leaked toxic
chemicals for decades won a
$19.5 million settlement in 2013
from companies they accused of
covering up the contamination to
drinking water wells near
Yerington, about 65 miles south-
east of Reno. The EPA sent a letter
to Gov Brian Sandoval this week
announcing its intention to place
the mine on the list of the nation’s
most polluted sites to “mitigate
exposures that are a substantial
threat to the public health or wel-
fare or the environment.”

“If we do not receive a written
response from the state by Jan 29,
we will assume that Nevada is in
agreement with EPA and will pro-
ceed with proposing the site for
addition to the NPL,” Jared
Blumenfeld, the agency’s regional
administrator in San Francisco,
wrote in a Dec 22 letter obtained
by The Associated Press. NPL is
the acronym for the Superfund’s
National Priority List. State offi-
cials said they needed to review
the letter and determine their
next steps. “We’re not going to

worry about tur f,” said Leo
Drozdoff, director of the Nevada
Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources. “What we want
is the best and quickest remedy
for the site.”

Nevada has opposed past EPA
proposals to list the site, fearing a
stigma that might affect property
values and any precedent that
could be set by federal interven-
tion in the mining-friendly state,
the world’s sixth-biggest produc-
er of gold. Nevada regulators esti-
mated earlier this year that it
would cost $30.4 mill ion to
address only what the EPA con-
siders the most immediate health
and safety concerns, and the state
has been unsuccessful in obtain-
ing financial assistance from
those responsible for the dam-
age.

Under the Superfund listing,
the EPA would cover 90 percent
of the costs. “Without an identifi-
able private source of funding,
the only mechanism to make fed-
eral funding available is to add
the site to the NPL,” Blumenfeld
said. It comes after residents filed
a class-action lawsuit in 2011
accusing Atlantic Richfield Co and
parent company BP America Inc
of “intentionally and negligently”
concealing the extent of uranium,
arsenic and other pollutants leak-
ing into their drinking water wells
from the mine.—AP

‘Pre-historic’ animal

shell found 

CARLOS SPEGAZZINI: A passer-by on Christmas Day
found a meter-long shell on a riverbank in Argentina
which may be from a glyptodont, a prehistoric kind of
giant armadillo, experts said Tuesday. A local man
thought the black scaly shell was a dinosaur egg when
he saw it lying in the mud, his wife Reina Coronel said.
Her husband Jose Antonio Nievas found the shell beside
a stream at their farm in Carlos Spegazzini, about 40 kilo-
meters south of the capital Buenos Aires. “My husband
went out to the car and when he came back he said, ‘Hey,
I just found an egg that looks like it came from a
dinosaur,” she said. “We all laughed because we thought
it was a joke.”

Nievas told television channel Todo Noticias he found
the shell partly covered in mud and started to dig around
it. Various experts who saw television pictures of the
object said it was likely to be a glyptodont shell. “There is
no doubt that it looks like a glyptodont,” said paleontolo-
gist Alejandro Kramarz of the Bernadino Rivadavia
Natural Sciences Museum. “The animal became extinct
thousands of years ago and it is very common to find
their fossils in this region,” he said. Glyptodonts are the
ancestors of modern armadillos. They had big round
armored shells and weighed up to a ton. They lived in
South America for tens of millions of years. Kramarz esti-
mated the specimen found by Nievas was relatively
young at 10,000 years. — AFP 

SAN DIEGO: A California commission was over-
reaching when it banned the breeding of captive
killer whales at a $100 million planned exhibit at
San Diego’s SeaWorld, the park claimed in a law-
suit. The suit filed Tuesday in San Diego County
Superior Court asserts that the park’s treatment
of its whales is subject to federal law and not the
decisions of the California Coastal Commission,
which must approve major new building devel-
opments in coastal cities.

The commission endorsed the orca tank
expansion known as “Blue World,” but in a surpris-
ing and serious blow to the park included a ban
on breeding at the planned facility and prohibi-
tions on the sale, trade or transfer of the whales.
“This last-minute ‘no breeding or transfer’ condi-
tion is unprecedented,” SeaWorld said in the law-
suit, which claims the commission’s action is ille-
gal because it has no jurisdiction over the orcas.
“The orcas are not, in any way, part of the coastal
or marine environment,” the lawsuit says.  “All of
SeaWorld’s activities with respect to the care,
breeding and transportation of orcas occur
onshore in the orca pools and not in the marine
environment and are specifically governed by

federal law.” Noaki Schwartz, spokeswoman for
the Coastal Commission, said the agency could
not comment on the particulars of the lawsuit,
but the commission said in a statement that it
“stands by its decision in October to protect killer
whales.” People For the Ethical Treatment of
Animals, the main group opposing the project,
said in a statement Tuesday that the commission
was within its rights and made the correct deci-
sion.

“It’s clear that the company’s primary inten-
tion in pursuing the Blue World Project was to
breed more orcas to confine to tanks,” PETA said
in a statement. SeaWorld said in October that it
would challenge the decision and that it had
hired attorneys to examine it but did not give
specifics before filing the lawsuit Tuesday. Last
month, the Orlando, Florida-based company said
it would end theatrical orca shows at the San
Diego park after visitors at the tourist attraction
made it clear they prefer seeing killer whales act
naturally rather than doing tricks. The shows will
continue at the company’s Orlando and San
Antonio parks, which are not affected by the
breeding ban.— AP 
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