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NEW DELHI: New Delhi banned all construction,
barred lorries from entering the city and announced
stringent restrictions on private car use yesterday,
seeking to combat a massive spike in pollution
across large swathes of India and Pakistan. Tens of
thousands of schools in Delhi and surrounding
states remained closed as a hazardous fog of toxic
pollution cloaked the region for a third day, bring-
ing growing calls for urgent government action to
tackle what doctors are calling a public health
emergency.

“The situation in Delhi is so bad and if the pol-
lution can be brought down in any way, we will do
it,” the city’s transport minister Kailash Gahlot told
reporters as he an-
nounced plans to limit pri-
vate car use to alternate
days from next Monday.
Authorities in the city had
earlier ordered a ban on
all construction work and
barred lorries from enter-
ing the city as public
pressure on the govern-
ment mounted. Around
50,000 mostly diesel-fuelled lorries pass through
India’s capital every night and they are a major con-
tributor to the pollution plaguing the city.

Air quality typically worsens before the onset of
winter as cooler air traps pollutants near the
ground and prevents them from dispersing into the
atmosphere, a phenomenon known as inversion.
Low winds and the annual post-harvest burning of
crop stubble in the northern farming states of Pun-

jab and Hariyana have caused the levels of danger-
ous pollutants in the air to spike to many times the
levels considered safe. 

Figures on the US embassy website showed lev-
els of PM2.5 — the smallest particulates that cause
most damage to health-spiked at over 1,000 on
Wednesday afternoon in Delhi, though by Thursday
afternoon they had fallen to 400. The World Health
Organization’s guidelines say 25 is the maximum
level of PM2.5 anyone can safely be exposed to
over a 24-hour period. Doctors say the microscopic
particles can penetrate deep into the lungs, increas-
ing the risk of heart attacks and strokes.

“Delhi once again has become a veritable gas
chamber with denizens
finding it difficult to
breathe,” The Times of
India said yesterday, join-
ing growing calls for gov-
ernment action to curb the
chronic pollution, which
the Indian Medical Asso-
ciation this week termed a
public health emergency.
“Air pollution during win-

ter months has become a catastrophe for large
parts of north India,” the country’s most read Eng-
lish-language newspaper said in an editorial blam-
ing “political apathy”.

‘Burning in my eyes’   
In neighboring Pakistan’s second largest city

Lahore, near the Indian border, hundreds flocked
to hospitals seeking treatment for respiratory ill-

nesses and eye infections caused by the pollu-
tion. The PakAirQuality network, which publishes
unofficial air reports on social media, said the
concentration of PM 2.5 in the city had topped
300. Motorcycle riders wore green face masks
and goggles as they tried to cope with the smog,
but for some the protection was not enough. “I
am feeling burning in my eyes,” said laborer
Zawar Hussain. “I will visit a doctor in the
evening.”

It is the second year running that Delhi-now

the world’s most polluted capital with air quality
worse than Beijing-has faced such high levels of
PM2.5. Media reports said the thick smog had
also led to a series of road accidents in north
India. Eight students were killed late Wednesday
when a truck ploughed into them as they waited
for a bus on a roadside in Punjab. Since 2014,
when WHO figures showed the extent of the cri-
sis, authorities in Delhi have closed power plants
temporarily and experimented with taking some
cars off the road. —AFP

Delhi restricts vehicles as smog 
envelopes India and Pakistan

Authorities have barred lorries from entering the city

AMRITSAR: An Indian resident walks over the tracks at a railway crossing amid heavy smog in Amritsar. —AFP 

SHIMLA: Indian voter Shyam Saran Negi, center, 100, arrives to vote in the northern Himachal Pradesh state
elections in Kalpa, around 145 miles from the state capital Shimla. —AFP

Pakistan shuts
down last MSF
facility in 
tribal areas
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan yesterday told
medical charity Medecins Sans Frontieres’
(MSF) to shut its last remaining facility in
the impoverished tribal belt bordering
Afghanistan, the health organization said.
The closure ends MSF’s four-year stint in
the Bajaur region of the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas (FATA), where healthcare
access is limited, and hits 120 staff working
there.  The move comes seven weeks after
the medical charity was ordered to shut
down two health facilities it ran for 14 years
in the nearby Kurram district, plagued by
militancy over the past decade.

“Healthcare services are very limited in
the area and most of our patients cannot af-
ford to pay even for basic medical care,”

Azaad Alessandro Alocco, the group’s rep-
resentative in Pakistan, said in a statement.
“As the only major hospital providing free,
quality healthcare in the area, the closure of
MSF’s activities will leave a major gap and
have serious negative implications for the
health of people living in Bajaur.” No reason
was given for the closure order, it added. 

Foreign nationals and groups working in
the sensitive region, plagued by some of
Pakistan’s poorest healthcare and lowest
literacy rates, require no-objection certifi-
cates from the government, but their re-
newal has been denied to MSF.  The interior
ministry, responsible for the issue of the
documents, did not respond to a Reuters’
request for comment.

Large swaths of land in the region have
been ravaged by militant groups battling
Pakistan’s army for the better part of a
decade. The conflict left tens of thousands
homeless and devastated education, health
and housing facilities. Pakistani NGOs and
journalists also face restrictions when work-
ing in the tribal regions. Security concerns
have prompted stiffer conditions in recent
years for aid and research organizations
that seek permits to work there. —Reuters

SHIMLA: Authorities in a remote Himalayan
village in northern India rolled out the red car-
pet yesterday for a 100-year-old man who has
voted in every election since independence to
cast his ballot. Retired school teacher Shyam
Saran Negi was given a special escort to the
polling booth in Himachal Pradesh state to re-
tain his record of voting in every Indian elec-
tion since 1947. “I have voted 29 times since
the first general election in 1951,” Negi told
journalists in Kalpa in Himachal Pradesh, which
is holding state elections, after walking up a
specially laid red carpet to cast his ballot.

Negi has now voted in 16 parliamentary and
13 state elections, often braving heavy snow to
reach his local polling station. Shyam’s son C.P
Negi told AFP his father now usually stayed
home by the fireplace, but was still very enthu-
siastic about elections.  “He keeps himself in-
formed through radio and is a particularly keen
follower of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
monthly radio show,” the son added, without
saying who his father had voted for. Shyam
urged voters at his polling booth to exercise
their constitutional right and “elect good people
who form a pro-people government”. —AFP
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