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Cleaning the Air 
around the Taj LESSONS 

ON WHAT 
NOT TO DO FOR 

CONTROLLING AIR 
POLLUTION

Very few landscapes in India have been subjected to such intensive focus by the judiciary as the area 
known as Taj Trapezium Zone. It was the concern that the white marble of Taj was turning yellow, led the 
Supreme Court to pass series of direction (M. C Sl No 72 in the Mehta V Union of India 1996) to clean 
up the air over the entire length and breadth of the Taj Trapezium Zone (‘TTZ’)1. A special authority was 
created - Taj Trapezium Zone Authoritya (TTZ Authority). This was no easy task- the TTZ covers an area 
of more than 10,000 Sq Km over five districts in Uttar Pradesh2. Over the last two decades, series of 
orders were passed. The Judicial intervention in the Taj case is recognized the world over as a classic 
case of continuing mandamus and an instance of exemplary judicial interest in environment. The most 
significant direction of the Supreme Court in the Taj Case was the direction that all industries which 
operate inside the TTZ area that would change over to natural gas as an industrial fuel. The industries 
which were not in a position to obtain gas connection shall have to stop functioning and may relocate 
themselves outside the TTZ. Given the level of judicial focus by the highest Court of the Land, one would 
have expected that the air quality would have improved.

a Constituted under Section 3 (3) of the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986
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The Reality
The Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) has identified list of polluted cities in which the 
prescribed National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) are violated. These cities have 
been identified based on ambient air quality data obtained (2011-2015) under National Air 
Quality Monitoring Programme (NAMP). Both Agra and Firozabad Districts which are part of 
the TTZ area, featured in this list owing to non-compliance with respect to PM10. WHO Global 
Air Pollution database released in May 2018 also pointed out Agra as one of the 14 top polluted 
cities in the world with PM2.5 level at 131µg/m3. Given the fact that despite the shift from coal to 
gas, the pollution levels are high necessitates that the reason for ineffectiveness of the judicial 
intervention be understood and analysed. This paper is a small step in this direction. 

Reasons for the Increase in Pollution in the 
TTZ area
 
Gas Pricing Policy

In view of Supreme Court’s directions, the Ministry of Petroleum & Natural Gas (MoPNG) 
allocated 1.1 Million Metric Standard Cubic Meter per day (MMSCMD) of Administered Price 
Mechanism gas  (APM gas)3, to industries which were essentially glass based located in the 
TTZ area, i.e in Agra and largely in Firozabad since 19964.  The gas pricing policy was such that 
the price of gas was kept at almost half the market price. In addition to keeping the price at a 
level lower than the market price, the total supply of gas was also increased from the initial 1.1 
MMSCMD to 1.6 MMSCMD in 2013. As a result, there was greater incentive for new industries 
to be set up industries in the TTZ area. In fact, TTZ ironically has become the most suitable 
place to set up new industries or expand existing industries. 

This gas pricing policy was identified as one of the lacuna by Parliamentary Standing Committee 
of MoPNG (Anon, 2013) which made the following observation:

•	 The price of natural gas charged to these units remain unchanged since 2005

•	 The number of factories in this area has grown manifold taking advantage of the low 
priced APM natural gas

•	 The committee acknowledged that, this has defeated the purpose of the Supreme Court 
order which wanted that Taj Area should be preserved from environmental pollution from 
the factories in the nearby area

•	 The glass units in other town/cities in the country which buy gas at market related prices 
are at a distinct competitive disadvantage compared to the units located in TTZ Area

In view of the above, the Committee desire the MoPNG to implement the Supreme Court 
order and the objectives set out in it in the right spirit without creating any imbalances in 
competitive factors for other similar industrial units in the country.

Industries allowed to expand and operate in violation of the 
law

Directions passed by even the highest Court of the Land will not lead to improvement in the 
environment, unless the agencies responsible for the implementation of the environmental 
law discharge their functions effectively and objectively. This is clearly evident in the case 
of TTZ area. In 2015, information obtained from Uttar Pradesh Pollution Control Board 
Regional Office, Firozabad (vide Reference No. 711/S.-32/15 dated 02.06.2015) under Right 
to Information Act, 2005 (RTI) revealed that 89 glass industries were operating in the TTZ 
area without having a valid Consent to Operate under the provisions of the Air (Prevention 
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and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981 and the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution), 1974. 
In addition to the fact that industries were operating without permits/ consent under the 
environmental law, it was recorded that as of 2015, 60 glass industries have expanded their 
capacities a. This non compliance as well as expansion of capacities would have played major 
role in increasing the pollution load.

The issue of expansion of industries within the TTZ has been a subject of numerous 
communications between the MoEF and the State Government as well as TTZ Authority. 

•	 In 2012,  MoEF&CC in a communicationb  to the State Government of Uttar Pradesh stated 
that “establishment of new gas based glass industries and expansion of existing industries 
in TTZ will not be desirable”

•	 In 2014, the MoEF&CC clarified that capacity expansion of the existing gas based glass/
other industries and establishment of new gas based glass/other industries is not allowed 
in TTZ. Status quo as on 1996 i.e the date of Supreme Court order is to be maintained at 
any costc 

•	 In a meeting in 2014 organized by MoEF, the MoEF acknowledged increase in production 
capacity in Firozabad district and further reiterated that, no expansion in the existing units 
and no new units shall be permitted in Firozabad and in entire TTZ area.

It is pertinent to point out that despite concluding that expansion of industries are not 
permitted in TTZ, the MoEF&CC took no concrete steps to ensure that expansion does not 
take place. The TTZ Authority, though vested with powers to issue legally binding directions 
under the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 failed to either issue directions or initiate 
action against not only those industries that have expanded beyond their capacity, but this 
combined with lack of implementation of Air Act, 1981 has cumulatively led to the increase 
in pollution. The reason is simple- even if the fuel is cleaner, the increased capacity has led 
to increase vehicular movement, urbanisation. These in turn have led to increase in bio mass 
burning for fuel, fugitive dust as well as construction activities. These have cumulatively led to 
increase in pollution despite the successful shift from coal to gas. In fact, the NEERI carried out 
a comparative analysis of the change in the air pollution levels, pre and post introduction of 
gas. In 2016, NEERI was again approached by the 
Firozabad Administration on the directions by TTZ 
Authority to conduct a study on ambient air quality 
and source apportionment for Firozabad area to 
do a comparison with 1993 when glass industry 
was using coal/coke as fuel. The study showed 
average concentration of PM10 and PM2.5 at all the 
locations exceeded by 1.6 to 2.2 times to that of 
daily average of PM10 (100 µg/m3) and by 1.2 to 
1.4 times to that of daily average of PM2.5 (60µg/
m3) of NAAQS 2009. It is relevant to mention 
here that, the conclusion on ambient air quality 
was drawn only based on 12 days monitoring and 
that to in a month of October, i.e post monsoon 
season, which will invariably lead to the reduction 
in gaseous pollutant concentration.

a Minutes of meeting of Taj Trapezium Zone Pollution (Prevention and Control) Authority held on 7th January 2015

b MoEF letter to the Commissioner of Agra Division, Uttar Pradesh vide No. Q.17012/04/2010-CPA dated 11-7-2012

c MoEF letter to the Commissioner of Agra Division, Uttar Pradesh, vide No. Q.17012/4/2010-CPA dated 4.04.2014

‘Once the Taj was white’
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Way Forward
The TTZ declaration in the early 1980’s by the Central Government and the subsequent judicial interest 
and intervention is regarded a landmark and path breaking by legal observers. However, the success of 
judicial intervention should not be judged in terms of the directions given in the Judgment, but whether 
the directions have led to changes on the ground. The shift to gas from coal was well intentioned; 
however, it was not matched with other connected action which also needed to be simultaneously 
undertaken. As the example of TTZ shows, making gas mandatory for industry in the TTZ was a step 
in the right direction. However, making it available at a subsidised price without effective restriction 
on the establishment of new industries and expansion of existing industries, has defeated the whole 
purpose of introducing a cleaner fuel. This is not just limited to the TTZ area. The benefits on account 
of introduction of CNG for public transport in Delhi for example has been offset by the fact that there is 
no restriction on the purchase of new cars, bikes and undertaking new constructions. Specifically, with 
respect to the TTZ, there is a need to undertake the following among other action:

•	 A comprehensive assessment and documentation of currently operating (both legal and illegal) 
glass industries and other industries within the TTZ boundary;

•	 Immediate closure of all the illegal units which are operating within TTZ area;

•	 Assessment of all the pollution causing sources around TTZ including polluting industries, vehicular 
operation, unchecked urbanization and biomass burning and others and cumulative impact of all 
the pollution causing sources;

•	 Initiation of concrete corrective action by MoPNG and supply of natural gas at competitive market 
price to the glass industries in TTZ so as to check mushrooming of industries (taking unfair advantage 
of low gas price) in TTZ area, as recommended by 19th Parliamentary Standing Committee on 
Petroleum and Natural Gas;

•	 Immediate installation of Continuous Ambient Air Quality Monitoring Stations in Firozabad district 
to continuously monitor the real time ambient air quality in the region;

Importantly, a thorough review must be done of the functioning of the TTZ Authority. The review 
must focus on issues with regard to composition, conflict of interest, quality of reports and nature 
of supervision undertaken by the Authority. It must also examine whether the Authority has the 
administrative will and the required infrastructure to clean up the air in the TTZ. As the last two 
decades have shown, the fact that both Agra and Ferozabad figure in the list of non attainment cities.     

NOTES

1 The Judicial intervention was preceded by the letter issued by the Department of Environment, Government of India 
in 1983 to the Chief Secretary of Government of Uttar Pradesh requesting that no industry with pollution potential is 
allowed in the demarcated area  in Agra-Mathura Region

2 The geographical limit of theTaj Trapezium Zone (TTZ) around Taj Mahalwas defined by the Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forests (MoEF) in 1998in its order dated May 13, 1998. It is in the shape of a trapezoid between 26045’N & 
77015’E to 27045’N & 77015’E in the West of the Taj Mahal and in the East of Taj Mahal between 27000’N & 78030’E 
to 27030’N & 78030’E . It is an area of 10, 400 sq.km around Taj Mahal covering five districts of Uttar Pradesh, namely 
Agra, Mathura, Firozabad, Hathras, Etah and one district of Rajasthan - Bharatpur.

3 Administered Price Mechanism gas, also known as domestic natural gas - Gas produced from existing fields of the 
nominated blocks of NOCs, viz. OIL & ONGC, is being supplied predominantly to fertilizer plants, power plants, 
court mandated customers, and customers having a requirement of less than 50,000 standard cubic metres per day at 
APM rates. The Government fixed APM gas price in the country, with effect from 1.6.2010

4 The gas was initially supplied by GAIL (India) Ltd under separate Gas Supply Contracts and later was supplied by GAIL 
Gas Ltd., a subsidiary of GAIL (India) Ltd.
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