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How to reduce air pollution effectively

POLIN KUMAR SAHA

NSURING clean air is one of

the major environmental

challenges in Bangladesh’s
larger cities. Although air quality
management is a key component of
environmental issues, its misman-
agement may have a huge adverse
impact on the overall socioeco-
nomic development of a country.
Recent evidence shows that air
quality is deteriorating in many parts
of the world, with low- and middle-
income countries especially suscepti-
ble to the danger.

According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), about 98
percent cities of low- and middle-
income countries do not meet the
WHO air quality guidelines, while
this percentage decreases to 56
percent in high-income countries.
However, in a study on the air qual-
ity standards of 3,000 cities in 103
countries, some major Bangladeshi
cities like Dhaka, Narayanganj,
Gazipur, Chittagong, Barisal, Khulna
and Sylhet were placed at the top of
the list. In general, the air quality of
these cities has a high impact on
public health, increasing chances of
stroke, heart disease, lung cancer, and
chronic and acute respiratory dis-
eases, including asthma.

To understand the importance of
air quality management in the
SDGs (Sustainable Development
Goals), we need to take note of two
particular goals—SDG 3 and SDG
11—in which air pollution is men-
tioned specifically. But the issue has
many drivers and relevant
sustainability impacts connecting
almost 14 out of the 17 SDGs set by
the United Nations. These goals and
related targets and indicators are
connected with several drivers, while
the best outcome of ensuring clean
air can be achieved through an inte-
grated approach of air quality man-
agement. Otherwise, the dream

We are facing an increasing level of dust pollutants around us, which is gradually becoming a serious health hazard with other pollutants in the air.

behind the SDGs will remain unful-
filled.

In our cities, air pollution usu-
ally becomes most severe in the dry
season (winter). If the city air pol-
lution level is considered between
summer and winter, then the con-
trol strategy should be separated
from the overall management pol-
icy. The types of local pollutants
and seasonal public health status
could be assessed for effective air
quality management. However, a
control mechanism can be suggested
in the context of our country, which
requires that air-polluted cities are
continuously evaluated and effective
local measures are implemented. In
general, there should be a strategy
covering all aspects of air quality
management in all the cities. The

country's clean air act, for example,
could be used based on multi-criteria
evaluation conducted by multi-
stakeholders.

Determining the priority pollut-
ants helps develop the strategy for
air quality control. In the context of
location-specific pollutants, health
problems arising from poor air
quality will be measured to form a
location-specific solution. For exam-
ple, context-specific control system
can be developed in areas where
they are industrial zones, waste dis-
posal sites, construction sites, market-
places, etc. So, it's very important to
identify the sources of air pollutants.

In our cities, we face an increas-
ing level of dust pollutants around
us, which is gradually becoming a
serious health hazard with other

pollutants in the air. So, developing
a cost-effective air control strategy
must involve incorporating control
measures based on minimising the
source points of dust as well. Other
major source points—brick kilns,
solid waste, construction (road and
building mainly), and transportation
system—should also be kept in mind
considering the SDG targets and
indicators.

On a personal level, citizens can
also help reduce air pollution. They
can, for example, drive less or
wisely (e.g. avoiding unnecessary
driving, using fuel-efficient vehicles
and public transports, walking,
cycling, etc.), promote home deliv-
eries (e.g. online selling, buying,
etc.), promote plantation (e.g.
growing trees, gardening, etc.), and
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also ensure waste disposal in a sus-
tainable manner (e.g. disposing waste
in the way advised by waste removal
experts).

However, an integrated system
has to be developed to get better
response in city air quality manage-
ment. Under the sustainable frame-
work, an air management system
must satisfy three broad categories
of requirements—environmental,
engineering and economic
sustainability. We have many con-
structive policies, rules and regula-
tions for air quality management, but
we lack enough programmes of com-
pliance and enforcement, which not
only reduce air pollution, but also
help the owners of source points get
information required for their control
mechanism and also to further

more viable than for a woman who is
not as financially sound. On the
contrary, a woman in general feels
empowered not when she gets a
divorce (because she would probably
not get it even if she is financially
stable), but when her family and
those around her support her
decision and choices in
life—meaning when she feels
accepted.

she is providing
for her family
and her off-
springs. Even
when the
biological
father has
nothing to
contribute—fin
ancially or
emotionally—t
he child still
needs a father's
name, be it in
school or later
on in life.

woman who has been confined to a
piece of cloth for decades feels
empowered when she finally sheds it.
However, my answer to this particular
question is always a big fat no.

Whether a woman wears a
miniskirt or a hijab, what she wears
has no correlation to empowerment
or even disempowerment, under
common circumstances. It is however
linked to how she thinks, and how
the people around her respond to her
thoughts that leads to her sense of
confidence, that ultimately helps her
achieve empowerment.

Another less discussed issues when
we talk about women's empowerment
is divorce. What is the link between
divorce and empowerment of women,
if any? Luckily for us, there is research
that may guide us towards a particular
answer. But I can only refer to those
carried out in other parts of the
world, as there is still a lack of proper
research in the context of Bangladesh.
Most research studies however come
to the conclusion that while the
number of divorces has increased
substantially worldwide (doubling

over the last decade in Bangladesh
alone), there is no evidence to suggest
that it directly leads to empowerment
of women.

Yes, the growing trends of divorce
certainly hint at the number of

women speaking out about unhappy
marriages, and yes, it cannot be
denied that for a woman who can
support herself and her children
financially the option of divorce (if
her situation forces her to do so) is

To think that divorce would lead to
empowerment of any kind might even
be naive to a certain extent, because
let's face it, marriage in our part of
the world, more than anything else,
acts as a society-approved umbrella, a
means of remaining “secure” and
obtaining a status of respectability. A
single mom still remains looked
down upon, even if she is providing
for her family and her off-springs.
Even when the biological father has
nothing to contribute—financially or
emotionally—the child still needs a
father's name, be it in school or later
on in life. A divorcee is someone who
is socially excluded and let's not even
go into the life of a divorcee
woman—that's a discussion that
merits a separate article.

Research also shows that when
both partners in a conjugal
relationship earn and contribute to
the family, there are better chances of
them sticking it out because they are
more prepared, and have more to
offer to themselves as well as their
family because of their spending
capacity, which may be more than

The government
should expand the
mechanism to
target all types of
polluters and may
offer economic
incentives to
reduce pollution
at all levels of the
points of origin.

develop and update their system.

Usually, our policymakers take a
conventional regulatory approach
to the air control system. This sys-
tem mainly sets specific standards
for polluters in the industrial sec-
tors. This may be a good step for
one sector only, but the govern-
ment should expand the mecha-
nism to target all types of polluters
and may offer economic incentives to
reduce pollution at all levels of the
points of origin. Though, currently, a
limited incentive mechanism exists,
but it can be expanded to include
various programmes and events such
as emission-related tax incentives,
subsidies for waste treatment, deposit
refund systems for disposal of different
types of waste, etc.

Finally, our control strategy
relies heavily on the regulatory
authorities functioning within the
SDG framework when we should,
actually, encourage greater partici-
pation of the public in the system.
With proper guidance, knowledge
and motivation, the public can be
made a crucial part of the air qual-
ity management.
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that of a single-income family.

The fact that a woman who earns
can bail out of her marriage if need be
much more easily compared to a
woman who does not earn, cannot be
denied. But yes, every case is different.
A woman might come out of her
marriage and feel like she has control
over her life and circumstances all
over again; but to think that divorce
in itself is closely associated to
empowerment might be stretching it a
bit too far.

Long story short, covering one's
legs or not, sporting a tattoo or not,
even earning one’s own living does
not make a woman feel empowered.
Empowerment is a social process—it
is the right to make one's choices,
and feel confident about owning
them. It is not being blamed for it, or
being called names for it. It is not
when a man says, “Women these days
have it all, what are they complaining
about?” or when he says, “I no longer
approach women in fear of another
#MeToo campaign.” It is about
women taking a stand for themselves
and their rights and men supporting
them, celebrating them. So yes,
contrary to popular belief, divorce
does not necessarily lead to
empowerment of women—what
makes her feel empowered is her
knowing for sure that it is her right to
make her choices, and that she will
not be questioned for it.

Syeda Samara Mortada s an advocate for equal
rights and a development practitioner.
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