
NEW DELHI: For 12 hours a day, Raju
Misra stands at his snack stall in the
world’s ultimate pollution blackspot,
inhaling toxic fumes and railing against
India’s politicians for failing to clean up
the filthy air. Anger and alarm are rapid-
ly rising throughout sprawling New
Delhi over the air quality that the World
Health Organization (WHO) has ranked
the most hazardous on the planet.  But
life is measurably more dangerous for
Misra and the myriad of other street
vendors and rickshaw drivers who
scratch a living at ground zero-a bus
terminus in the city’s bustling Anand
Vihar suburb.

Surrounded by major roads clogged
with old trucks, along with the inter-
state bus station, dust-generating con-
struction and not far from a coal-fired
power station, the area’s air routinely
tests far worse than the rest of Delhi. “In
the morning, you can see the smog and
smoke in the air from the pollution,”

Misra said, struggling to be heard over
the buses. “We want the number of cars
on the road to be cut. Common people,
politicians have to come together to
reduce Delhi’s pollution,” the 60-year-
old said from behind his counter.

Delhi has been shrouded in a toxic
soup in recent weeks as winter sets in,
cutting visibility and pushing PM 2.5
levels more than 10 times over the
WHO’s recommended safe limit. These
fine particles less than 2.5 micrometers
in diameter are linked to higher rates of
chronic bronchitis, lung cancer and
heart disease as they settle into the
lungs and can pass into the blood-
stream. Expert Anumita Roychowdhury
said the elderly and children are most
vulnerable, particularly those from poor
families who live in areas of Delhi highly
exposed to the particles.

Irreversible lung damage 
“Children take in more air than the

rest of us. And studies show the dam-
age to their lungs can be irreversible,”
Roychowdhury, from the Delhi-based
Centre for Science and Environment
(CSE) think-tank, told AFP. In the narrow,
dark alleys near the bus station where
simple homes are clustered, Janki Devi’s
three children stay indoors after school
rather than run around outside. “I don’t
send my children to the park to play. I
don’t want them to fall ill and get fever
or cough because of the dust,” said the
28-year-old, who has lived in Anand
Vihar for 15 years.

Devi, whose husband earns 8,000
rupees ($120) a month toiling in a fac-
tory, said she works hard to keep her
small home dust-free, but feels power-
less once they step outside the front
door in the poor neighborhood. India’s
courts are pushing governments to act
over the mounting crisis, last week
ordering a moratorium in the city on
large diesel luxury cars whose fumes

are partly blamed for the pollution.
“Why should a rich man be travelling in
a diesel car and pollute the environ-
ment?” Chief Justice T.S. Thakur told the
court, which also banned the burning
of garbage.

The court also barred the thousands
of diesel trucks that storm through
Delhi every night to avoid tolls on roads
around the city en route to the rest of
the country.Politicians are belatedly
jumping on board, with the Delhi gov-
ernment announcing this month cars
will only be allowed on its congested
roads on alternate days in January.
There are already more than 8.5 million
vehicles on Delhi’s roads with 1,400
new cars being added every day as
incomes rise. Experts remain sceptical
about how the plan will be enforced
given that the police answer to the
national government, which shares an
acrid relationship with its Delhi coun-
terpart. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: Republican foes of President
Barack Obama’s health care law may be able
to get more by chipping away at it than try-
ing to take the whole thing down at once.
That’s one lesson of the budget deal passed
by Congress and signed by the president last
week. It delayed a widely criticized tax on
high-cost employer health insurance plans
that hasn’t taken effect yet. And it temporari-
ly suspended two taxes on industry already
being collected, which are also part of the
health law. In contrast to frontal attacks on
“Obamacare” that have repeatedly failed, this
tactic could well succeed. Delays and sus-
pensions have a way of becoming perma-
nent.

Polls show that the public remains deeply
divided over the Affordable Care Act, or ACA.
Opponents are already looking for other pro-
visions that could be separated from the law.
Next could be the “employer mandate,” a
requirement that larger companies offer cov-
erage or risk fines. Part of the mandate is a

controversial definition of a full-time worker
as someone who averages 30 hours a week.
Critics say it discourages companies from hir-
ing full-time employees. “Maybe Republicans
have come to grips with the idea that the
basic structure of the ACA has been in place
long enough that simple repeal is not possi-
ble,” said economist Joe Antos of the
American Enterprise Institute, a business-ori-
ented think tank. Perhaps the budget deal “is
practice” for more changes, he added.

Particular things
Supporters of the health care law are try-

ing to downplay the consequences of the
budget deal as superficial dings. It did not
touch coverage provisions that have reduced
the nation’s uninsured rate to a historic low
of 9 percent. Indeed, Obama himself
announced that 6 million people have
already signed up for 2016 coverage, with
more than a month left in open-enrollment
season. “I think you can make too much of

these particular things,” said economist Paul
Van de Water of the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, referring to the deal. “They
don’t actually have any effect on the ACA’s
coverage expansion. In that sense, it’s not a
blow against the ACA at all.” The center advo-
cates on behalf of low-income people.

Yet not too long ago a top White House
adviser was vigorously defending the
health law’s tax on high-cost coverage,
known as the Cadillac tax. The tax is 40 per-
cent of the value of employer-sponsored
plans that exceeds certain thresholds:
$10,200 for individual coverage and
$27,500 for family coverage. In its first year,
2018, it would have affected 26 percent of
all employers and nearly half of larger com-
panies, according to the nonpartisan Kaiser
Family Foundation. Since the tax is indexed
to general inflation, which rises more slowly
than health insurance premiums, it would
have affected a growing share of health
plans over time. — AP

In budget deal, health law foes took a different path

NEW DELHI: In this photograph taken on December 18, 2015, Indian commuters travel on a polluted road near a bus terminus in the Anand
Vihar District of New Delhi. — AFP

Anger, fear at Delhi’s 
pollution ground zero

‘I don’t send my children to the park to play’

WASHINGTON: In this June 25, 2015, file photo, students cheer as they hold up
signs, outside of the Supreme Court in Washington, supporting the Affordable
Care Act after the Supreme Court decided that the ACA may provide nationwide
tax subsidies. — AP

WASHINGTON: The film “Concussion,” trac-
ing a forensic pathologist’s quest to expose
the truth about brain injuries in the NFL,
casts a spotlight on an issue that has roiled
America’s most popular sports league. The
movie also may give parents pause, accord-
ing to the filmmakers and some former
players, about allowing their sons to play
the violent sport of football. “I love football.
It’s graceful. We have a lot of beautiful foot-
ball in this film, purposefully,” said Peter
Landesman, the director and writer of the
movie, due in US theaters on Dec  25.
“We’re not trying to wag our finger and say,
‘Don’t do it.’”

Landesman added, “Sometimes the
things that we love in life are the things
that kill us. We just have to make difficult
decisions about what we do with that.” Rick
Walker, who played nine seasons in the
National Football League including on the
Washington Redskins team that won Super
Bowl XVII in January 1983, said he hopes
women, particularly mothers, see
“Concussion” because they have the ability
at the grassroots level to make the sport
safer.

“Dads have already been aware of the
situation, and most men will play no matter
what,” said Walker, now a sports commen-
tator in Washington. “When you’re young,
moms are taking you to Pee Wee and Pop
Warner (youth leagues).” “Mothers can be
such a big influence. If they combine their
forces, they have the power to bring about
change. They will protect their babies. But
with dads, it’s always a macho issue,” Walker
added.

The movie tells the story of Dr Bennet
Omalu, played by Will Smith, who fought
the NFL’s campaign to conceal his research
on the brain damage suffered by football
players who sustain blows to the head dur-
ing games and practice. Several dozen of
the game’s top players, including Hall of
Famers Mike Webster and Junior Seau,
have been diagnosed after they died with
chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), a
progressive degenerative brain disease
associated with repetitive blows to the
head. CTE currently is diagnosed only
through brain examinations after death.

‘Trend in the right direction’
Jeff Miller, the NFL’s senior vice presi-

dent of health and safety policy, said he
would be happy if the film spurs conversa-
tion on how to prevent brain injuries. Miller
said recent rules changes, such as penaliz-
ing helmet-to-helmet hits, have helped

reduce the number of concussions in regu-
lar season games by 34 percent over the
past three years. “While that number does
not represent success in our minds, it cer-
tainly is a trend in the right direction,” Miller
said.

Miller said when the NFL changes rules
or makes it a “point of emphasis” to limit
the amount of head contact in a game, col-
leges, high schools and even youth leagues
take note. The league’s concussion policies
came under renewed scrutiny last month
when St Louis Rams quarterback Case
Keenum was allowed to continue playing
after suffering a concussion in a game. The
NFL said it would review why Keenum was
not taken off the field for evaluation by a
team doctor or an independent neuro-
trauma physician as required by its concus-
sion protocols.

Some 5,000 former players sued the NFL
over brain injuries, claiming the multibil-
lion-dollar league concealed the dangers of
repeated head trauma. The players agreed
to a settlement that could cost the league
$1 billion, but the settlement remains tied
up in the courts. Smith, nominated for a
Golden Globe award for his performance in
“Concussion,” said that as a football dad, he
was conflicted about starring in the movie
because he had been unaware before
meeting Omalu of the scientific research.

“I had watched my son play football for
four years, and I didn’t know. And just as a
parent I felt like I had to be a part of this,”
Smith said. Smith said Omalu’s quest for
the truth “become our quest also to deliver
the truth. People have to know,” Smith said.

In 2011, lawyer Jason Luckasevic filed
the first two lawsuits against the NFL on
behalf of more than 120 retired players
over their brain injuries. “This is not the sto-
ry of the guy who is crying the blues about
his one concussion,” Luckasevic said. “This
is the story of guys like Mike Webster who
suffered repeated trauma, practice after
practice, day after day, game after game.”
Luckasevic said in light of the movie “peo-
ple will now have to make their informed
choices knowing that football is not really
different from boxing, that you can get
(brain injuries) from hitting your head
thousands of times during the course of a
season.”

Walker, who retired from the NFL after
the 1985 season, said the league “is filthy
rich and needs to focus on the survival of
its players.” All three of his boys played foot-
ball. “I know I’m happier that they’re no
longer playing,” Walker said. — Reuters

‘Concussion’ film stirs 
NFL brain injury debate


