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Who bears the weight of air pollution
in the City of Colombo

•Jcnq
ia-ab
ixav)
jnsg
■ I'JUi

otgis
■jilt

Did you know that if you are a motor 
cyclist, a three-wheel driver or a 
school-going child, your chances of 

falling sick due to pollutants in the air are high? 
And if you are a traffic policeman or construc­
tion worker, or if your home is in a crowded, 
congested area of the city, the negative impacts 
of breathing pollution could be even worse?

Were you aware that the time you spend on. 
the road, inhaling the dust-and-pollutant filled 
air in the city is directly related to how serious­
ly your health could be affected by air pollu­
tion? ■ - ■

These are some of the findings of a research 
conducted by the Public Interest Law 
Foundation (PILF) on the impact of air pollu­
tion on people,who live and work in the capital 
city, Colombo, The study on air pollution which 
was undertaken in the first year of the project is 
the first of its kind, as it seeks to find out if air 
pollution in the city of Colombo affects people 
differently depending on their socio-economic 
status.

In the past decade or so several other stud­
ies have been conducted on the more technical 

’ aspects of air pollution such as determining the 
' types of pollutants, quantification of such pol- 
i lution loads, looking at specific health factors 
: related to such pollutants etc, but none of these 
I have focused primarily on the social aspect of 
the problem. Therefore, this study is not focus­
ing on such technical aspects of air quality but 
is looking specifically at the social aspects such 
as who is affected, by air pollution in Colombo 
and why are they thus affected more than other 
segments of society?

A gender balance was maintained within cate- 
, gories and a percentage of school children were 
included in the sample.

The study
The study, conducted over a one year peri­

od, included collection and analysis,of both 
secondary and primary data. Secondlry data 
consisted of a literature survey on the subject, 
examination of relevant medical statistics etc. 
while, the primary data came from actual field 
surveys that were conducted as part of the pro­
ject. After an initial pilot survey phase carried 
out over a short-duration of time a more com­
prehensive detailed survey was carried out 
within the city.

Around 500 people who live/work in the 
city of Colombo were interviewed and the sur­
vey was carried out at eight selected sites with­
in the city. The total sample was divided into 
five categories. These categories included com­
muters (people on the road such as school chil­
dren, trishaw drivers, other vehicle drivers both 
A/C and non A/C, shoppers etc.), roadside shop 
workers (A/C and non A/C shops), pavement 
hawkers, slum dwellers and traffic policemen.

Who causes air pollution?
There are multiple causes for the deteriora­

tion of air quality in . the city of Colombo. 
However, vehicular emissions are the major 
cause of air pollution at present and .just like 
many of the larger cities, in other developing 
countries of Asia, Colombo also faces the major 
problem of traffic Congestion. The pollution 
caused by vehicle emissions is often exacerbat­
ed in cities such as Colombo due to the lack of 
vehicle maintenance. .Although vehicle emis­
sion standards are now in place in Sri Lanka the 
implementation of these regulations is not easy. 
If vehicular pollution is to be minimized vehi­
cles which exceed emission standards and go 
arOund belching large quantities Of black 
smoke in their wake heed to be taken off the 
roads completely. However, it is unfortunate 
that at present if  this were to be done in 
Colombo a large percentage of the public trans­
port would have to go off the road.

This would cause total chaos in the city and 
therefore although emission standards have 

' already been gazzeted it is not possible to 
enforce this immediately and at present the pol­
icy on this matter Is to phase the implementa­
tion into several segments over a period of 
time. It is also important to note that in Sri 
Lanka most popular passenger transport vehi­
cles (busses, trishaws, school and office trans­
port vans) as well as vehicles used in the trans­
port of goods (truck, lorries etc.) are fueled by 
diesel. These diesel vehicles are the cause of 
most of the emissions that cause air pollution. 
Severe congestion on the roads during peak 
traffic times is another reason for excessive air 
pollution. The present road network is inade­
quate to handle the volume of rash hour traffic 
resulting’in several bottlenecks on all the major 
trank routs into the city. This results in slowing 
down the flow of traffic which in turn leads to 
more emissions and pollution. Likewise, the 
lack of proper road repair and maintenance also 
adds to the problem of traffic congestion.

What groups o f people are more 
affected?

From the data collected thus far through the 
present study some salient factors are becoming 
obvious. For instance, there is a clear correla­
tion between the occurrence of respiratory dis­
eases and the amount of time a person spends 
on the road each day. The mode of transport 
used by a person also has an effect on his/her 
level of exposure to air pollution. For instance

it is evident that a person traveling in an air 
conditioned car is protected from air pollution 
to a much greater extent than a person who 
travels by trishaw, motorcycle, bus or foot. The 
ability to choose between available transport is 
a factor dependent on a person’s economic sta­
tus and therefore the burden of the impact of air 
pollution is related to those circumstances. 
Simply put, if one cannot afford the luxury of a 
air-conditioned vehicle, one’s exposure to air 
pollution and its harmful effects will be quite 
high. ,

School children are also exposed to air.pol- 
lution depending on the mode of transport they 
use and how far they travel. It should however 
be mentioned that school children always com­
mute to and from school during the peak traffic 
times of the day. As a result there is more con­
gestion on the roads at the times when they are 
exposed and the air quality would be at its 
worst. They also have to spend longer periods 
on the road due to traffic jams.

Another interesting factor that came out of 
the study is that people such as pavement 
hawkers, roadside shop workers and slum 
dwellers pointed out that the unpleasant odour 
of garbage that piles up on or beside the roads 
and drains that are blocked and never cleaned 
are sources of air pollution. These are factors 
that are often overlooked in technical studies of 
air pollution. But these are harsh realities that 
people who spend a lot of time on or near the 
road have to face on a daily basis. This there­
fore is a related environmental problem that 
needs to be taken note of and addiessed. .

Another alarming factor is that some of the 
people who are most affected by air pollution 
due to reasons such as long-term occupational 
exposure seem to be the people who are least 
aware of it. For example people like pavenient 
hawkers, trishaw drivers and roadside shanty 
dwellers spend a large part of each day on or 
near the road. Their level of exposure to air pol­
lution is thus much higher than an office work­
er who is exposed only during the time' when 
he/she is commuting to and from work. Here 
again people who live and work in the city 
spend less time on the road per day than those 
who commute from the suburbs on a daily, 
basis. The level of awareness on exposure to air 
pollution and the detrimental effects it can have 
on factors such as health and productivity was 
found to be low among people such as pave­
ment hawkers and slum dwellers while they 
just accept it as a normal part of life.

However, categories such as traffic police­
men who are also exposed largely as a result of 
their occupation were more aware of the prob­
lems such exposure could cause although they

too were generally reluctant or did nqt,cqnsi( j 
it a priority to do anything about projpcti 
themselves. Many people interviewgd;,duri 
the survey complained of ailments qther tf 
respiratory diseases- pointing to air pollution 
the culprit. One such common complaint atti 
uted to air pollution was eye irritaticin. ,Th 
could well be other cumulative effects of lo: 1 
term exposure which lead to serious’iie: 
effects such as lung cancer, increas$fbl( : 
lead levels, chronic asthma in peopl^wno ■ 
exposed to large quantities of air pbJJuK 
over extended periods of time. HowevCf; th ( 
would not be recorded as having bebn cau;. 
by air pollution if no long-term monitoring 
research studies are carried out onsthe caf 
gories of people that are exposed andnaffecte 
in this manner. o)

Air pollution as mentioned before was cho- 
. sen as one of four topics in this project It is one 
clear example of the disproportionate burden of 
environmental factors on different segments of 
society. The results indicate that suph effects 
can depend on socio-economic factof^pch as 
livelihood, location of home, occugatjgn and 
living standards. ,oog

What the results show is that pollution can 
affect different segments of society in varying 
degrees and levels. However, as in the example1 
of the correlation between mode of transport 
used and exposure to air pollution Economic 
factors often have a bearing on thC'level of 
exposure and therefore, the burden of'Sf pollu- 
tion is disproportionately distributed among 
people of different economic levels. A'person 
who.can afford to travel in an air conditioned 
vehicle or work in an air conditioned office is 
largely protected from the adverse effects of air 
pollution in the city of Colombo while those 
using other forms of transport andospending 
large amounts of time on the road dygrtP their 
occupation are largely exposed to itsifjfltrimeh- 
tal effects. wm

These social aspects of air pollution have so 
far not been looked into and as a respjt they 
have not been recognized as a specific^roblem. 
Today we have vehicle emission standards have 
been developed and implemented in order the 
address the technical aspects. But ‘the1 social 
aspects have not been studied or recognized 
they have certainly not been addressed in any 
way at present. Therefore, it is hoped’ that the 
results of this study will help to focus the nec­
essary attention on this aspect of the pfoblem 
and these issues will be addressed in'1 the near 
future. . ,tJIJ .
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