
PARIS: Eye-watering, throat-scratching
air pollution is a major driver of big city
blues in China, according to a study pub-
lished yesterday that matched social net-
work chatter with fine-particle pollution
levels. “The take-away is simple,” lead
author Siqi Zheng, an associate professor
at MIT and director of the University’s
China Future City Lab, told AFP. “Higher
levels of air pollution lower people’s happi-
ness in the world’s most populous country.”

Dirty air is not the only blight on life in
urban China, which is also plagued by
soaring housing prices, worries over food
safety, and poor public services.  But
health-wreaking pollution-especially
microscopic bits from coal-fired power
plants and factories that settle in the lungs-
is a long-standing gripe of the country’s
burgeoning middle class. More than a mil-
lion premature deaths every year in China
can be chalked up to air pollution, the
World Health Organization and other
research groups have concluded.

A toxic cocktail of small and larger par-
ticulate matter, nitrogen dioxide (NO2),
sulphur dioxide (SO2) and ozone (O3) is
likewise linked to poor cognitive perform-

ance, labour productivity and educational
outcomes. On polluted days, people are
also more likely to engage in impulsive and
risky behaviour they may later regret,
observational studies have shown.

Awareness of the problem and its con-
sequences is very high among China’s city
dwellers, a fact not lost on the government.
After an embarrassing episode in 2012
when daily pollution levels published on
Twitter by the US embassy in Beijing were
consistently higher than official figures for
the city, China’s leaders declared war on
smog-clogged air.

Happiness index 
They set up hundreds of monitoring

stations throughout the country, and
introduced more stringent standards,
especially for small particles less than
2.5 microns (PM2.5) in diameter. The
average human hair is 60-to-90 microns
in width. According to the new rules, the
density of these dangerous microscopic
particles should not exceed 35 micro-
grams per cubic meter (35 mcg/m3) for
any 24-hour period.

WHO Air Quality Guidelines are even

stricter, setting the limit at 25 mcg/m3.In
China’s most heavily polluted cit ies-
including Beijing and Tianjin, home to
more than 35 million-particle density is
often two, three and even four times high-
er than either standard. To gauge how
urban air pollution affected day-to-day
mood, Zheng and col leagues used
machine-learning algorithms to comb
through more than 200 million messages
from 144 cities posted in 2014 on Weibo,
China’s largest microblogging site.

As of mid-2018, Weibo, similar to
Twitter, had 455 million active users. The
researchers devised an “expressed happi-
ness index” based on key words and con-
text, and then stacked it up against fluctu-
ating PM2.5 pollution levels. “We found a
significant negative correlation”-when one
went up, the other went down-”between
pollution and happiness levels,” Zheng
said. “Women were more sensitive to
higher pollution levels than men.” Average
daily PM2.5 concentration was 55
mcg/m3 across all 144 cities-more than
double the WHO limit-and several times
higher in many.

More than half of China’s population-

nearly 700 million people-now lives in
urban areas. Intriguingly, the link was
strongest in the cleanest and dirtiest cities
examined. People very worried about

health and air quality tend to move to
cleaner cities, the study suggested, while
those in the dirtiest urban areas were more
aware of damage to their health. —AFP 

Tokyo airport
tests driverless 
bus to shuttle
Olympics visitors
TOKYO:  Visitors pouring into Japan’s
Haneda airport for the Tokyo Olympics next
year may find themselves ferried to and from
planes on driverless buses, currently being
tested at the major hub. Six Japanese firms,
including national carrier ANA, jointly started
a 10-day experiment with a self-driving proto-
type minibus last week. On Tuesday, officials
allowed a sneak peak at the automated trans-
portation, which is being tested with a safety
driver in the front seat.

The “driver” sat with his white-gloved
hands hovering above the wheel, ready to take
control if need be, but otherwise allowing the
bus to wend the route on its own. “Our hope is
to be able to offer users autonomous buses by
the Tokyo 2020 Olympics,” said ANA project

chief Tadakatsu Yamaguchi. The vehicle holds
a maximum of 10 people and cruises along a
route connecting two terminals at a speed of
up to 30 kilometers (19 miles) per hour using
GPS and magnetic markers on the road.

Project officials did not immediately detail
the cost of the system or how many people

they expect to eventually transport with the
buses. Japan is hoping the 2020 Games will
be a chance to showcase cutting edge tech
projects in the country, but autonomous
transport is also an important sector for a
nation suffering labor shortages and a shrink-
ing, ageing population. —AFP 
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LONDON: British scientists are devel-
oping gene-edited chickens designed to
be totally resistant to flu in a new
approach to trying to stop the next
deadly human pandemic. The first of the
transgenic chicks will be hatched later
this year at the Roslin Institute at the
University of Edinburgh in Scotland,
said Wendy Barclay, a professor of
virology at Imperial College London
who is co-leading the project. The birds’
DNA has been altered using a new gene
editing technology known as CRISPR. 

In this case the “edits” are to remove
parts of a protein on which the flu virus
normally depends, making the chickens
totally flu-resistant. The idea is to gener-
ate poultry that cannot get flu and
would form a “buffer between wild birds

and humans”, Barclay said. Global health
and infectious disease specialists cite the
threat of a human flu pandemic as one of
their biggest concerns. The death toll in
the last flu pandemic in 2009/10 -
caused by the H1N1 strain and consid-
ered to be relatively mild - was around
half a million people worldwide.

The historic 1918 Spanish flu killed
around 50 million people. The greatest
fear now is that a deadly strain could
jump from wild birds via poultry into
humans, and then mutate into a pan-
demic airborne form that can pass
easily between people. “If we could
prevent influenza virus crossing from
wild birds into chickens, we would
stop the next pandemic at source,”
said Barclay.  —AFP

High-level of pollution lowers
people’s happiness in China

Scientists make gene-edited 
chickens in bid to halt pandemic

TOKYO: Journalists look at a driverless bus during an open test drive demonstration at
Tokyo’s Haneda International Airport yesterday. — AFP

Researchers at MIT have discovered that air pollution in China’s cities may be associated
with low levels of happiness amongst the country’s urban population.


