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The point of view

Climate issues catch up with India

For more than amonth now, the residents of New Delhi — India’s overpopulated capital, home to more
than 30 million people — have been suffocating under a cloak of pollution. The city’s air quality index
has reached an all-time high, rising well above the 400 mark beyond which prolonged outdoor
exposure becomes dangerous to the human body.

The city’s hospitals have also reported a huge surge in the number of consultations for pulmonary infections
and respiratory difficulties. Pollution is estimated to be responsible for around 12,000 deaths a year in
New Delhi, equivalent to over 10% of all deaths in the city. The authorities are in denial, stubbornly
claiming that “there is no conclusive data available to establish a direct correlation of death exclusively with
air pollution”.

Behind this spike in pollution are fires deliberately lit by farmers in the north of the country to burn crop
residues after harvest and prepare the ground for subsequent crops — a practice that is strongly discouraged
because of its severe environmental impact, but which the authorities have not failed to regulate. Then there
is pollution arising from the construction sector, the burning of fossil fuels and, of course, extremely heavy
traffic.

These episodes underscore India’s extreme vulnerability to climate issues. Eighty of the world’s one
hundred most polluted cities are in India, which is seventh on the list of countries most exposed to extreme
weather events, particularly those involving rain (floods and droughts) and heat.

India’s exposure to climate risks

Region/Event Floods Droughts Cyclones‘

North High Medium Low
South High High High
East High Medium High
Northeast Medium | Low Low
West Medium | High Medium
Centre Low Medium Low

Source: Council on Energy, Environment and Water*

!t India’s Climate Change Vulnerability Index | District-Wise Study (ceew.in)
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The long road to transition

India is already the world’s third-largest emitter of greenhouse gases, though it has the lowest
emissions per capita of any G20 country. Despite efforts to invest in renewable energy, particularly solar and
wind energy, the country remains heavily reliant on coal (which accounted for 75% of its energy mix in 2023),
which contributes to fine-particle emissions and thus to pollution. At COP26 in Glasgow in 2021, India
committed to meet 50% of its energy requirements from renewable sources and install 500 GW of renewable
energy capacity by 2030. This is an ambitious bet but not an impossible one: in 2024, renewable energy
capacity has risen by 24.2 GW year on year to 203.2 GW.

The transition will also mean growing electric vehicle (EV) sales —another priority for the authorities.
While sales of new EVs have risen over the past two years, up from 1.75% of all vehicle sales in 2021 to
6.4% in 2023, they are still well short of the government’s 2030 target of 30%. For the time being, sales are
mainly concentrated in motorcycles, more affordable to Indian consumers. But the sector is supported by a
policy of substantial subsidies designed not only to help people buy new EVs but also to expand domestic
production capacity, buoyed by Indian manufacturer Tata Motors, the undisputed leader, with a market share
of over 70%.

The role of agriculture

This view of a modern country racing to develop renewable energy and clean transport must not be
allowed to obscure the other face of India — that of a still underdeveloped and mostly rural country.

The challenges involved in energy transition are also intimately linked with agriculture, which
continues to play a central role in India, where 64% of the population still lives in rural areas.

With India’s population exceeding China’s in 2023, some states — particularly in the east of the country —
already face very high levels of water stress. Agricultural yields are still well below those of the main cereal-
producing countries: the sector, which still employs 43% of the population, remains heavily reliant on manual
labour and is dominated by very small farms (averaging one hectare), most of them family-owned and often
operating at close to subsistence levels. Because India is so densely populated — China, for example, has
three times the amount of land per capita — this presents a huge productivity challenge.

Above all, harvests are heavily dependent on the monsoon, the timing and magnitude of which are
increasingly unpredictable. Rainfall in the 2023 monsoon season was below the historical norm, notably in
the east of the country, as a result of the El Nifio weather phenomenon. Conversely, India has this year
benefited from the influence of La Nifia. This has meant a fairly satisfactory summer monsoon season (July
to September), which accounts for 70% of India’s total rainfall, though still with significant variations between
regions.

Harvests, and thus food prices, are at heart of many of India’s economic challenges. Among the key
demands of India’s farmers are guaranteed agricultural prices and their expansion to cover more crops. Their
anger boiled over into months of protests in 2021 and again in 2024, just a few weeks before the general
election in which Narendra Modi’'s party would significantly underperform, notably in the heavily agriculture
state of Haryana.

The consumer price index is also dominated by food products, which account for 46% of items making up
the index. In the past, periods of inflation have primarily been triggered by shortages of the “TOP” vegetables
(tomatoes, onions and potatoes), which are staples of Indian cuisine, and some cereals (rice and wheat).

Nor can the political importance of food prices be overstated. In 1998, a sharp rise in onion prices cost
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) the local elections in New Delhi. Highly volatile food prices make the central
bank’s job more complicated: adjusting base rates and injecting liquidity have little impact on vegetable and
cereal prices. The Central Bank of India is even considering targeting only core inflation to exclude food
prices. In October, inflation quickened to 6.2%, driven by food inflation (13.5%), with vegetable prices rising
fastest.
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Our opinion - The reality of climate change is catching up with India and could perhaps constitute
the most significant risk factor facing the country. Air pollution is making cities — particularly the capital,
New Delhi — less and less liveable. And, as each monsoon season rolls around, unpredictable rainfall
patterns plunge India into uncertainty: when will the rains come? Will there be enough rainfall... or will there
be too much, with fatal consequences? Will it be evenly spread around the country? The importance of
agriculture and the influence of harvests on income, prices and consumer spending still profoundly shape
the Indian economy, making growth potentially highly volatile. In recent years, harvests have been
increasingly affected by extreme weather events.

Seen against this backdrop, the authorities’ response has been lacklustre: while the emphasis has
been on renewable energy and developing the production and sale of clean vehicles, too little is still being
done to combat pollution arising from other sectors, most notably agriculture and construction. And, when it
comes to the health consequences of pollution, which already costs the people of New Delhi around ten
years’ life expectancy, one might be forgiven for thinking the government’s attitude sometimes smacks of
denial.

Sophie Wieviorka
sophie.wieviorka@credit-agricole-sa.fr
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