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Soc1al effects of a1r

‘,’"llutlon in Colombo

i o Astudy by the Public Interest Law Foundatlon

A recent study of air pol-
lution in the city of
Colombo reveals that the
poorer you are, the more
likely you will-be to suf- ; -

fer from respiratory dis- jpare—
ease as a result of ‘it

Establishing a clear cor- |

relation between the Ry ¢

occurrence of respirato- |
ry disease "and the
amount of time a person
spends on the road each | . .
day, the study says "if | ..
oneg cannot afford the |..- -

policemen who are also exposed large-
ly as a result of their occupation were

exposure could cause although they
too were generally reluctant or did not
consider it a priority to do anything
| about protecting themselves. Many
people interviewed during the survey
.~complained of ailments other than res-
prratory diseases - pointing to air pol-
lution as the culprit. One such com-
/ ) mon complaint attributed to air pollu-
w£a .| tion was.eye irritation. There could
R v’ Y. 57N " well be-other cumulative effects of
long-term exposure which lead to seri-
ous health effects such as lung cancer,
increased blood lead levels, chronic
asthma in people who are exposed to
large quantities of air pollutants over
extended periods of time. However,
these would not be recorded as having
“"been catised by air pollution if no
.long-term’ monitoring or research
studies are carried out on the cate-
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affected in this manner.

tu;shaw or motorcycle,
are. the worst -affected:
Thls study conducted by
the Public Interest. Law
Foundation is the ﬁrst of
its kind.
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that in Sri Lanka most popular passen
here are mu1t1p1e causes for the gertransport vehicles (buses, trishaws,
deterioration of air quahty in ' school and officé tranisport vans) as
the_city of Colombo. Howev- well'as vehicles used in the transport

er, vehicular emissions aré the major of gdods (iruck, lorries ‘etc.) are’
cause of air pollution at present and fuélled by diesel. These diesel’ vehi- -
just like many of the large cities in °cles are the éause of most of the ‘émis-

other developing -countries of Asia, . sionstthat taise air pollution. - Severe
Colombo also faces the' major problen. ico on on- the roads during peak
of traffic congéstion. The pollutlon”'{trafﬁc times- is another reason. for
caused by vehicle emissions is often ° excessrve air pollutlon The present
exacerbated in cities such as Colombo road nétwork is inadequate to handle
due to the lack of -vehicle mainte- the volume of rush hour traffic result-
nance.
standards are now in place in Sri - majér trunk. fouts into the city. “This
Lanka the unplementatlon of these - results in- 'slowmg down the flow of
regulations i§ not easy. If vehicular traffic ‘which in turn leads to - more
pollution is io be minimized vehicles - emissions and pollution. Likewise,
which exceed emission standards and the lack of proper road repair and
go around belchmg large quantities of ‘maintenance also adds- to the problem
black smoke in their wake need:to be - of traffic congestion.
taken off the roads completely.{ How-. - - From' the data collected thus far
ever, it is unfortunate that at present if - through the present study some salient
this were to be done’in €olombo a factors ate ‘becormng obvious. For
large percentage of the public trans- ‘instance, there is a’ clear correlation
port would have to go off the road. between the occurrence of respiratory
This would cause total chaos in the diseases and the amount of time a per-
city and therefore although emission son spends on the foad €ach day. The
standardg Have already been ‘gazetted mode_of transpoit used by ‘a person
it is not possible to enforce this immie-

. tion into.several segments over a peri-
d of tlm

an air conditioned ¢ar -is protected
Itis a]so important to note from an' pollutlon toa much greater

Although vehicle emission ' ing in séveral bottlenecks on all the

also has. an effect on his/her level of
diately and at present the. policy on- exposure ‘to dir pollution. -for instance
this matter is to phase the unplernenta— it is evident that a person travelhng in

‘that piles up on or besid

extent than a' person who travels* by

. trighaw, motorcycle, bus or foot. The
ability to’ choose between available
‘transport is a factor drfpendent on a

petson s economiic stattis:arid therefore
thie biirden of the impat i
tion is related to thqsé*crrcumstances
Sirply put, if one: ¢ahnot" afford the

hixury of an air-condlitioned vehicle,

one's éxposure to air pollution and its

fiarmful effects will be quite high.
School children aré:also exposed to

air pollution dependmg,uon the mode

“of transport they use ahd tow far they
travel.
tioned ‘that. school Ghildren always.

It should hdwever be men-

commute to and fro; school during
the peak traffic times of, the. day. Asa

result there is more congéstron on the.
toads at the times- when ‘they are’
. éxposed and the air q’ﬁahty would be

at its worst. They: aI'S‘o ave to spend

longer periods on t.he Mad due to traf-.

fic,jarns.

Another interesting, factor that came

- out of the study is thatﬁpbo‘ple such as:
pavement hawkers;: f6adside shop
workers and slum dwellets ‘pointed out-

that .the unpleasant odour of garbage
' the roads and
drains that are bloeked .and never
cleaned are sources 6f dir-pollution.
These are factors’ dhaf are often
overlooked in techmc studies of air

affected by air pollution due to reasons

'dally Jbasis. .

‘effects it can have on factors such’ as

. Air pollution was chosen 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.

< can depend on socio-economic factors
- such as livelihood, location of home,
occupation and living standards. )
What the results show is that pollu-
tion can affect different segments of
society in varying degrees and levels.
] However, as in.the example of the cor-
pollution. : But these are harsh realities- relation befween mode of transport
that people who' spend afot of time on used and exposure to air pollution eco-
or near the road have to face on a daily nomic factors often have a bearing on
basis. This-therefore is a related envi- the level of exposure and therefore, the

‘ronmental problém that needs to be burden of air pollution is dispropor-

taken note of and addiessed. . } tionately distributed among people of.
Another alarming factor is that . different ecoromic levels.
some of, the . people who .are most - - A person who can afford to travel in
an -air-conditioned . vehicle or work in
such as long-term occupational expo- an -air-conditioned office is largely’
sure seem to be the people who aré protected from the adverse effects of
least aware of it.. For.example people air pollution ‘in the city of Colombo
like pavement 'héwkers, trishaw- while those using other forms of trans-
drivers and roadside shanty dwellers port and spending large amounts of
spend a large part of each day on or - time on the road due to their occupa-
near the road. - tion are largely exposed to-its detri-
Their level of exposure to-air pollu- mental effects.
tion is thus much hlgher than an office . These social aspects of air pollutlon
worker:who is exposed ionly: during ihe haVe so far not'been looked into and as’
timewhen he/she is’ commutmg to and 8y result they have not been recogmzéd
from’ work, ~Here' again’ people who as a 'specific problem.
live’ and ‘work in the" city spend less
time on the road per day than those have been developed and plemented
who¢ommute from the suburbs ona in order to address the trchnical
aspects. !
Thé evel of awareness on exposure But the social aspects have not been
to. aif {pollution and the ‘detrimental . studied or recognized, they havy’cer-
tainly niot beé: addressed in auy way
health and productlvrty was found to at present 7
be low among:people such as pave-  Therefore, it is hoped that the
ment hawkers and slum dwellers while - results of this study will help to focus
they just accept it as a normal part of - the necessary attention on this. aspect -
life. =~ . f —F t!}e'p?oblem and these issues will. be
However, categoqes such as traffic addressed in the near future,

more aware of the problems such -

gories of people that are exposed and ‘

The results indicate that such effects
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Today vehicle emission sfandards :
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