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Farmers across many parts of the developing world clear agricultural land by 

burning the crop stubble leftover in the field after harvest from the previous 

season, contributing to particulate emissions. Limited evidence exists on the impact of such 

agricultural fires on human health and mortality, particularly at a national level. In this paper we 

use satellite data on location of agricultural fires over a ten-year period along with detailed 

information on births and infant mortality from geocoded Demographic and Health Survey 

(DHS) data from India. We exploit the variation in the timing of fires (determined by the 

agricultural season) and across space (between districts with high and low intensity of fires) to 

identify the impact of emissions from agricultural fires on infant mortality. Our results indicate 

that high exposure to agricultural fires during prenatal months leads to an increase in the 

likelihood of infant mortality of nearly 0.56 additional deaths per 1000 births in rural areas, 

while no effect is observed in urban areas. To address endogeneity concerns that may arise due 

to unobserved factors that may be correlated with location and timing of fires as well as infant 

health, we use satellite data on wind direction to identify the effect of upwind fires. We also 

undertake additional robustness checks by using a machine learning algorithm to identify hot 

spots of agricultural fire activity and measure the infant mortality impacts within the 

neighborhood of these hot spots. The negative impact of agricultural fires in on infant mortality 

in rural areas remains robust across these alternate specifications. This research underscores the 

need for understanding the impact of air pollution from agricultural fires and the need for 

designing sustainable policies that can provide incentives to reduce such practices among 

farmers. It adds to the growing body of research exploring the interrelationships across 

agriculture, sustainability and development.


