
Indian opposition 
pivots back to jobs 
after Modi gets
boost on security
GANDHINAGAR, India/NEW DELHI: India’s
main opposition Congress party switched its cam-
paign focus back to economic and social issues
such as jobs yesterday as pollsters said Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s re-election bid has
been boosted by hostilities with neighboring
Pakistan. “How will the youth get jobs? How will
women feel safer, and move forward? What will
be done for farmers?,” Priyanka Gandhi Vadra
said in her first speech since joining the party as a
general secretary earlier this year. “These are the
election issues.”

Her brother, Congress chief Rahul Gandhi,
called unemployment the most important issue in
the general election, which starts on April 11.
Thousands of party supporters clapped and
cheered as the siblings spoke at a ral ly in
Gandhinagar, the capital of Modi’s home state,
Gujarat. Pollsters have said Modi’s ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) has an early advantage after
India’s armed forces clashed with those of arch-
rival Pakistan last month.

Before then, the prime minister had been under
pressure over unemployment and rising problems
for farmers. India’s unemployment rate shot up to
7.2 percent in February, the highest since
September 2016, according to the Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy. The BJP lost power in
three states late last year. The jobs numbers took a
back seat after a Feb 14 suicide car bomb that
killed 40 Indian security personnel in the disputed
region of Kashmir and that was claimed by a

Pakistan-based Islamist mil itant group. In
response, India said its warplanes bombed a mili-
tant camp inside Pakistan, which responded the
next day with an aerial attack of its own.

Amid doubts about the success of the Indian
strike, opposition parties including Congress said
earlier this month they would launch a united
attack on Modi for what they called his politiciza-
tion of the armed forces since the confrontation
with Pakistan. Pollsters had said questioning Modi
on national security rather than focusing on every-
day issues could backfire on the prime minister’s
opponents. BJP leaders have said the government’s

economic record and the tough stance on Pakistan
will help it retain power.

Zakir Hussain, who travelled about 85 km to
attend the Gandhinagar rally, said he voted for the
BJP in the last general election in 2014 but was
now impressed by Congress. “Congress has ful-
filled the promises it made before the elections,”
Hussain said, referring to the waiving of farm loans
in three states where the party won back power
from the BJP. “So I will vote for Congress and they
will form the government this time.” Results from
the election in the world’s second most populous
country are due on May 23. — Reuters
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GURGAON: Indian people walk amid heavy smog in Gurgaon. India dominated a list of the world’s most polluted cities in 2018, taking 22 of the top 30 spots, according to a Greenpeace report, with Gurgaon-which has changed its official
name to Gurugram-topping the list. — AFP 

PARIS: Air pollution causes 790,000 premature
deaths every year in Europe and 8.8 million worldwide,
doubling recent assessments, according to a study
released yesterday. Between 40 and 80 percent of
those excess deaths are caused by heart attacks,
strokes and other types of cardiovascular disease
underestimated up to now as a driver of smog-related
mortality, researchers reported. On average, a toxic
cocktail of pollutants from vehicles, industry and agri-
culture shortens the lives of those who die prematurely
by 2.2 years, they calculated.

“This means that air pollution causes more extra
deaths a year than tobacco smoking, which the World
Health Organization (WHO) estimates was responsible
for an extra 7.2 million deaths in 2015,” said senior
author Thomas Munzel, a professor at the University
Medical Centre Mainz in Germany. “Smoking is avoid-
able, but air pollution is not.” Small and larger particu-
late matter, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulphur dioxide
(SO2) and ozone (O3) have likewise been linked to
drops in cognitive performance, labor productivity and
educational outcomes.

The new study, published in the European Heart
Journal, focused on Europe, but the updated statistical
methods were also applied to the rest of the world. “The

revised number for China is 2.8 million deaths per year,”
more than two-and-a-half times current estimates, lead
author Jos Lelieveld, a researcher at the Max-Plank
Institute for Chemistry in Germany, told AFP by email.
Findings for non-European countries will be published
separately, he said. 

The scientists applied the
new Global Exposure
Mortality Model to a much-
expanded epidemiological
database-with updated fig-
ures for population density,
age, disease risk factors,
causes of death-to simulate
the way in which natural and
man-made chemicals interacts
with the atmosphere, itself
composed of gases. By far,
most deaths were attributed to microscopic particles
less than 2.5 microns in diameter, known as PM2.5.  By
comparison, the average human hair is 60-to-90
microns thick. “New data has become available for fine
particulate matter indicating that the hazardous health
impact of PM2.5 are much larger than assumed previ-
ously,” said Lelieveld.

Burning fossil fuels 
The WHO has recommended that the density in the

air of these dangerous microscopic particles should not
exceed, on average, 10 micrograms per cubic metre (35
mcg/m3) per year. European Union standards are far

more lax: 25 mcg/m3. But even
at this level, several European
countries regularly exceed this
limit. “The WHO standards
over the last decades have
become stricter,” said
European Environment
Agency executive director
Hans Bruyninckx, who was not
involved in the study.

“We used to speak primari-
ly about carcinogenic effects,
or immediate impacts on the

respiratory system,” he told AFP. “But now we under-
stand the link with cardio issues, brain related issues,
and some reproductive issues.” Worldwide, the study
found that air pollution causes an extra 120 deaths per
year per 100,000 people. In Europe, despite more
stringent pollution controls than in most other regions,
the figure is higher - 133 deaths per 100,000 people.

“This is explained by the combination of poor air
quality and dense population, which leads to exposure
that is among the highest in the world,” said lead author
Jos Lelieveld, a researcher at the Max-Plank Institute
for Chemistry, also in Mainz. Even steeper rates of
excess death in eastern Europe-over 200 per year per
100,000 people, for example, in Bulgaria, Croatia and
Romania-were attributed to less advanced health care.
“Since most particulate matter and other air pollutants
in Europe come from the burning of fossil fuels, we need
to urgently switch to other sources for generating ener-
gy,” said Lelieveld. 

The 2017 Global Burden of Diseases study found
that PM2.2.5 and ozone pollution caused some 4.5
million deaths in 2015, while European Environment
Agency estimates, also based on 2015 data, calculated
480,000 premature deaths-due to the three most tox-
ic forms of air pollution-in the European Union. The
new study “suggests earlier models underestimated
the cardiovascular risk associated with air pollution,
and we tend to agree,” said Holly Shiels, a researcher
in the Division of Cardiovascular Sciences at the
University of Manchester. “The call for reassessment
of current UK and EU air quality regulations seem
highly warranted.” — AFP 

Pollution killing more people than smoking
Air pollution causes 8.8 million premature deaths worldwide 
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Afford me not: Soaring
bride prices in China 
BEIJING: Runaway “bride prices” are making marriage
unaffordable in rural China and need to be capped, and pro-
fessional matchmakers should be stopped from overcharg-
ing, says a village delegate to China’s parliament. China’s
rapid economic growth in the past decade has sharply raised
parental expectations, pushing up the cost of pre-wedding
gifts that now commonly include a brand new home.

In the past, a suitor would offer the parents of his bride
about 11,000 yuan ($1,639). Now, future in-laws demand at
least three “jin” (1.5 kg) of hundred yuan bills, a car and a
house, said Zhang Qingbin, a delegate to the annual National
People’s Congress from Hebei province. “In the south of
northern China, a young man looking to get married would
need to spend around 700,000 yuan ($104,275),” Zhang
wrote in a proposal to NPC. “This is a huge financial burden,
with steep bride prices becoming a key reason behind rural
poverty,” he added.

In rural areas, where annual per capita incomes of about
15,000 yuan ($2,234) are just a third of earnings in cities, a
groom’s need for cash is relatively acute. With the econo-
my facing a further slowdown this year, the chances of
finding a bride are more remote, aggravating a rural phe-
nomenon known as “leftover men” who cannot afford mar-
riage. Zhang blamed the parents of prospective brides who
want to elevate their standard of living by demanding a
high price from suitors.

Marriage subsidies could be one way to wedded bliss, he
said, pointing to a pilot subsidy program in Taiyuan city in
neighboring Shanxi province. Taiyuan set up a Marriage
Consumption Subsidy Fund in 2017 which offers newlyweds
rebates on wedding pictures, the banquet, honeymoon travel
and even white goods to furnish a new home. Unaffordable
marriages are also a factor in China’s bigger demographic
problem - falling birth rates. Many NPC delegates called for
improved maternity benefits to encourage couples to have
more babies as the country faces an ageing population and
shrinking workforce. — Reuters

ADALAJ, India: Indian Congress President Rahul Gandhi (center) waves to attendees next to All India
Congress Committee general secretary for eastern Uttar Pradesh Priyanka Gandhi Vadra and former
Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh during a rally yesterday. — AFP 


