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Following the Diwali festival, air pollution (AQI)
reached critically dangerous levels in the national
capital, Delhi, as well as in major cities like
Hyderabad, Chennai, and Mumbai. Despite
restrictions imposed by the Supreme Court, the large-
scale bursting of firecrackers on Diwali night,
combined with atmospheric changes and smog,
caused a severe decline in air quality across the
country. In Delhi, air quality deteriorated to a level
unseen in the last five years. According to the Central
Pollution Control Board (CPCB), the average Air
Quality Index (AQI) in Delhi was recorded between
370 and 483—falling into the ‘severe’ category. In
areas like Rohini and Burari Crossing, the Air Quality
Index (AQI) exceeded 440. According to reports
from private organizations, the AQI in some parts of
Delhi even surpassed 1,700 during the late-night hours
of Diwali. Private monitoring agencies (such as
AQLin or those using indigenous sensors) provide
readings on an hourly or even minute-by-minute basis.
When large quantities of firecrackers are set off in
a specific location—typically between 11:00 PM and
2:00 AM on Diwali night—dense smoke accumulates
rapidly around the sensors in that area. At such
moments, these apps recorded peak AQI levels as
high as 3,000. The Central Pollution Control Board
(CPCB), India’s official regulatory body, does not
determine air quality based on a single, fleeting
moment; instead, it calculates a 24-hour average.
Although pollution levels spiked significantly during
the hours when firecrackers were being burst, the
daily average—factoring in the air quality during the
daytime—settled between 370 and 480 (categorized
as ‘severe’). These official measurements are
scientifically robust, representing broader
geographical areas and accounting for eight different
types of pollutants present in the air. Moreover, these
systems are generally designed with a maximum limit
of 500 AQI. They are typically installed on top of
buildings or along roadsides. They primarily calculate
and display an index value based solely on the
concentration of ‘PM?2.5’ particles. It is important to
note that the AQI across the entire city of Delhi was
not consistently at 3,000. However, it is a fact that in
specific streets and areas—where thick smoke from
firecrackers had accumulated on the night of
Diwali—the air quality did temporarily reaches a
highly toxic and dangerous level of 3,000 AQI.
GRAP Restrictions for Pollution Control
GRAP (Graded Response Action Plan) is a
specialized action plan implemented as an emergency
measure when air pollution levels rise in Delhi and
its surrounding regions (NCR). The government
imposes these restrictions in four distinct stages as
air quality—measured by the Air Quality Index
(AQI)—deteriorates. In the first stage (AQI 201-
300), regulations are tightened to prevent dust from
spreading at construction sites; roads are swept
regularly, and water is sprinkled. The use of coal
and firewood in hotels and restaurants is prohibited.
In the second stage (AQI 301-400), water is sprayed
via fountains in pollution hotspots, and strict
restrictions are placed on the use of diesel generators.
Metro and bus services are increased to encourage
the public to use public transport instead of private
vehicles. In the third stage (AQI 401-450), all
construction and demolition activities—with the
exception of essential projects (such as those related
to the Metro, defense, or railways)—are completely
halted. A ban will be imposed on the movement of
BS-III petrol and BS-1V diesel cars. Instructions will
be issued to conduct online classes for primary
schools (up to the fifth grade). In the fourth stage
(AQI above 450 — ‘severe/critical’ air quality), the
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entry of heavy vehicles into Delhi—with the exception
of those carrying essential goods—will be prohibited.
Government and private offices will be required to
allow 50% of their staff to work from home. Schools
and colleges will be completely closed, with classes
shifting to an online mode. There is also a possibility
of implementing an ‘odd-even’ vehicle rationing
scheme.

Pollution Reaches Extreme

Levels in Hyderabad

Pollution in Hyderabad, the capital of Telangana, has
surged to unprecedented and unexpected levels. On
the night of Diwali, the average Air Quality Index
(AQI) across Hyderabad was recorded at 509—a
level classified as “hazardous.” This is significantly
higher than the AQI of 351 recorded on the day after
Diwali last year (2025). The IT corridor and several
residential areas have been gripped by severe
pollution. A staggering AQI of 995 was recorded in
Ravi Colony (Masjid Banda), causing widespread
alarm. In Prakash Nagar/Begumpet, the AQI
reached 828, while Serilingampally and Kukatpally
recorded AQI levels of 666 and 628, respectively.
According to private air quality monitoring indices, it
is noteworthy that on the day following Diwali, 93 of
the world’s 100 most polluted cities were located in
India. In some parts of Chennai, the AQI reached
1,084 (with private apps reporting figures exceeding
766). Mumbai and Kolkata also saw peak AQI levels
of 486 and 507, respectively, placing them in the
“severe” category. Meanwhile, Lucknow recorded
an AQI of 493, and Indore recorded 449. According
to estimates by the Indian Institute of Tropical
Meteorology (II'TM), more than 80 percent of the
pollution load in cities on the day after Diwali was
caused solely by smoke from firecrackers. Large
quantities of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides—
released by burning firecrackers—along with fine
particulate matter (PM2.5) that can penetrate deep
into the lungs, accumulated in the air. In November,
reduced winter wind speeds and a drop in nighttime
temperatures led to stagnant air conditions.
Consequently, the smoke from firecrackers could not
disperse upward and instead remained trapped near
the ground, forming a thick, smog-like haze. In North
India—particularly in Punjab and Haryana—the
burning of crop residue by farmers, coinciding with
the Diwali period, further exacerbated pollution levels
in the Delhi-NCR region. The situation was
compounded by the addition of firecracker smoke to
existing pollution sources, such as vehicular
emissions, dust from construction activities, and
industrial waste. In light of the heightened air pollution,
health experts have advised young children, the
elderly, and individuals with respiratory conditions
(such as asthma) to wear masks when stepping
outdoors and to exercise caution.

Health Risks Caused by Air Pollution

Fine particulate matter in the air (PM2.5 and PM10)
can enter our lungs—and subsequently our
bloodstream—when we breathe. This leads to both
short-term and long-term health issues. Immediate
effects include persistent coughing, a sore throat,
difficulty breathing, and chest tightness. Chemicals
in the air can cause eyes to become red, watery, and
itchy. Furthermore, a reduction in oxygen levels,
combined with an increase in toxic gases like carbon
monoxide, can trigger severe headaches and fatigue.
Regarding long-term consequences, individuals with
pre-existing respiratory conditions may experience
more frequent and potentially life-threatening asthma
attacks. Pollutant particles can enter blood vessels
and cause them to harden; this raises blood pressure
and increases the risk of a heart attack or stroke by
20-30%. Long-term exposure to polluted air can
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even lead to lung
cancer in non-smokers.
For pregnant women,
breathing such air
carries the risk of
miscarriage or giving ®
birth to infants with low
birth weight. Additio
nally, it can impair lung
development in 23
children. Tips to Protect &
Yourself from Pollution. gz

When the Air Quality Index (AQI) is high, it is best

to avoid walking or exercising outdoors during the
morning and evening hours. If you must go outside,
wear an N95 or N99 mask rather than a standard
surgical mask. At home, consider using an air purifier
and keeping indoor plants. Consuming plenty of water
and foods rich in Vitamin C can help boost your
body’s immunity.

What is the Solution?

Air pollution often reaches dangerous levels during
festivals and celebrations due to the bursting of
firecrackers, increased vehicular traffic, and adverse
winter weather conditions. The only solution is to
honor our traditions while simultaneously protecting
the environment. Compared to conventional
firecrackers, ‘green crackers’ reduce pollution by
up to 30%; they do not contain hazardous chemicals
like sulfur or barium. The government should permit
the sale of only these types of crackers. Furthermore,
following the practice seen in many other countries,
the government or local organizations could host
collective laser shows or drone displays at major
city intersections or public grounds during festivals.
Such events offer greater entertainment than
firecrackers, with the added benefit of zero pollution.
Since Diwali is the festival of lights, priority should
be given to decorating homes with earthen lamps
(diyas), oil lamps, and colorful LED lights, rather
than using chemical-based firecrackers. When
individuals in a neighborhood or apartment complex
burst firecrackers separately, it leads to a significant
increase in pollution. Instead, if everyone celebrates
together in a designated open ground within a limited
timeframe, the severity of pollution can be greatly
reduced. In accordance with Supreme Court
directives, local residents should voluntarily agree
to restrict the bursting of firecrackers to a two-hour
window (from 8:00 PM to 10:00 PM) on the night of
the festival. The police and the Pollution Control
Board (PCB) must maintain strict surveillance—well
before the festival—to prevent the manufacture,
transport, and sale of banned, expired, or high-
smoke-emitting chemical firecrackers. During the
festive period, there is an increase in travel for
shopping and visiting relatives, which leads to higher
vehicular emissions. By increasing the frequency of
metro and city bus services—and potentially offering
free or discounted travel—the number of private
vehicles on the road can be reduced. Immediately
after the festivities, ‘anti-smog guns’ should be used
to spray water in major urban hotspots to help settle
the thick smoke and fine particulate matter that has
accumulated in the air. Students in schools should
be educated from a young age about the harm that
firecrackers cause to the environment and to animals
(such as dogs and birds). Having students take a
pledge to celebrate “pollution-free festivals” can yield
positive results. Digital campaigns, supported by
celebrities and non-governmental organizations,
should be conducted to raise awareness about how
to celebrate festivals in an eco-friendly manner. Only

8 "T;F .

_-:'-:-dﬁ i - __-_

when everyone realizes that festivals are meant for
sharing joy—and not for inviting ill health—can we
put a permanent end to air pollution.

Divergent Views

There is an extensive national debate regarding the
causes of air pollution and the imposition of restrictions
during festivals. Various sections of society have
expressed differing opinions and arguments on this
issue. Environmental scientists, health experts, and
the judiciary point to several key factors. Festivals
like Diwali and Dussehra occur at the onset of winter
(October—November), a period marked by
atmospheric changes. Reduced wind speeds, falling
temperatures, and the formation of fog cause smoke
from firecrackers to remain trapped close to the
ground rather than dispersing upward. Experts note
that this can escalate existing pollution levels to
dangerous extremes within a matter of days. Pollutants
released by firecrackers—such as sulfur dioxide,
nitrogen oxides, and fine particulate matter (PM2.5)—
have an immediate, adverse impact on the health of
the elderly, young children, and individuals with
respiratory conditions. Prioritizing public health, the
Supreme Court has consistently tightened nationwide
regulations on the manufacture and use of
firecrackers—not just for a specific festival, but
whenever air quality deteriorates. Conversely, those
who oppose the imposition of restrictions specifically
during festivals raise the point that these celebrations
take place only for a few days each year. However,
there is criticism that sufficient measures are not being
taken to control the primary sources of urban air
pollution—such as vehicular emissions, industrial
waste, road dust, and construction activity—which
persist for more than 360 days a year. Concerns have
been raised that imposing restrictions on long-standing
traditional celebrations dampens the festive spirit of
specific communities. Some also object to the fact
that regulations are primarily discussed in the context
of religious or cultural festivals, even though large-
scale firework displays frequently occur during New
Year celebrations, weddings, political rallies, and in
the wake of sporting victories. This debate centers
on a tension between environmental protection and
public health on one side, and the preservation of
traditions and the principle of equitable treatment on
the other. There is a strong, widespread demand that,
to achieve lasting pollution control, strict and consistent
measures must be applied not just during festivals,
but throughout the year to address vehicular and
industrial pollution sources.
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