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Jackie Chan’s Embraer Legacy 650 
jet, with his name and the Chinese 

character for “dragon” on its tail, is on 
display at the Singapore Airshow 2012 

in capturing Chinese sales projected to 
grow 15 per cent a year.
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Year 2011 was indeed a bad year for the Indian economy. 
While there is optimism that the airline industry in India 
should see a reversal of fortunes in 2012, the New Year 
could well bring with it a new set of challenges perhaps 
more daunting than those in the year gone by.
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A word from editor

T
he year gone by was the centenary of civil aviation in India, but 
ironically it has not been a particularly happy one for the industry and there 
appears to be no particular reason to celebrate. Despite the handsome and 
sustained growth in passenger traffic, barring IndiGo, all other airlines con-
tinued to pile up losses with Air India and Kingfisher in the lead. The ad-
versities that continued to batter the industry were attributable to a large 
extent to the unreasonable, archaic, insensitive and stringent government 

policies as also the debilitating bureaucratic control. These factors serve as the major 
impediments in the path to prosperity or even to the survival of the airline industry.

Even while most of the airlines were grappling with their wobbling business models, 
the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) delivered another blow to the airlines 
by way of a scathing audit report on the financial distress in the industry especially in 
Air India and Kingfisher Airlines. The report focused on the impact of the poor financial 
state of the airlines on their functioning and the possibility of compromise with air safety. 
Apart from the fact that the audit report by the DGCA would have come as a shocker for 
the industry, it had the potential to seriously dent the confidence of the travelling public. 
Strangely enough, there has been no perceptible drop in the level of passenger traffic.

A part of civil aviation in India that is lagging far behind is the rotary wing segment. In this 
issue, joining us for the first time, B.S. Pawar, a veteran helicopter pilot, delves into the difficul-
ties that have stymied the growth of civil helicopter industry in India. Apart from the usual 
problems of high input costs, the growth of the helicopter fleet is adversely affected by the 
regulatory framework that is inclined to club rotary wing operations with airlines thus killing 
its flexibility in operations altogether. However, there are indications that the government is 
seized of the problem and has the intention of addressing the issues involved. 

Joseph Noronha goes on to examine as to how lack of small airports is affecting the 
growth of regional aviation. The country’s airlines generally seem content to ignore the 
smaller towns and focus on the more lucrative metro-to-metro routes. As a result, the re-
gional market is woefully underserved. While the government appears to be moving for-
ward to take up the development of 30 additional airports in Tier-II and Tier-III cities, apart 
from the 35 non-metro airports already developed, SpiceJet has taken the lead to introduce 
the Bombardier Q400, their latest workhorse to serve the regional aviation market compet-
ing with the ATR that have been dominating the market since these aircraft appeared on 
the Indian scene in 1999 and continue to occupy a position of pre-eminence today. While 
the competition will be tough for both the OEMs, it will certainly be to the advantage of 
the air traveller patronising regional aviation. Noronha also examines the huge potential 
for MRO in India with the strength of the commercial fleet expected to rise.

Writing from Bengaluru, Vasuki Prasad looks at the latest of innovations on the Airbus 
320 by way of Sharklets that as per the company, is expected to lower fuel burn by 3.5 per cent. 
These and more in this issue. Welcome aboard and happy landings in the year ahead!
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Earlier, Buffet had admitted it was 
one of his few indulgences. Subse-
quently, what elevated the business jet 
from a luxury toy to what is increas-
ingly seen as a vital corporate tool? In 
the US, hundreds of Fortune 500 com-
panies now flaunt their own aircraft, 
with companies arguing that this vital 
conveyance saves time and boosts pro-
ductivity. A recent CNN report quotedNewsBriefs
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(  iNDUsTrY

Hong Kong Airlines orders Airbus A380
The world’s largest passenger commercial 
aircraft manufacturer Airbus has received 
an order from Hong Kong Airlines for 10 
A380 valued at $3.8 billion at list prices. The 
order takes A380 backlog to 188 planes and 
the order for A380 to 27. The first A380 is to 
be delivered to the Chinese carrier in 2015. 
The order by Hong Kong Air hasn’t yet ap-
peared on the Internet in the data on orders 
and delivery figures for Airbus. Last year, 
Airbus also signed contracts with Skymark 
Airlines of Japan and Asiana Airlines Inc 
of South Korea for six aircraft each and a 
further five for Qatar Airways Ltd. The latest 
order for A380 by Hong Kong Airlines comes 
amid doubts surrounding the ability of 
India’s Kingfisher Airlines to go ahead with 
its purchase of five A380 as planned. The 
Indian carrier has cut back on flights and in 
late 2011, on account of financial difficul-
ties, has deferred delivery of planes on order, 
which include five Airbus A350-800, 15 A330 
and 24 A320.

boeing 787-9 for etiHAd AirwAys

Abu Dhabi-based Etihad Airways has placed 
an order for 10 Boeing 787-9 Dreamliners 
and two Boeing 777 Freighters valued at $2.8 
billion at list prices. With this order, Etihad 
Airways will be the world’s largest airline 
customer for the Boeing 787-9. Etihad has 
a total of 41 Boeing 787 on order an order 
backlog of 12 airplanes, which includes 10 
previously ordered 777-300ER. The airline’s 
fleet currently includes eight Boeing 777-
300ER and one 777 Freighter. “Our decision 
to expand the Dreamliner fleet is a testi-
mony to Etihad’s commitment to operating 
one of the youngest and most fuel-efficient 
fleets in the skies,” said Etihad Airways Chief 
Executive Officer, James Hogan. “It also 
reflects our confidence in the 787’s ability to 
have a significant impact on our operating 
efficiencies and the passenger experience 
we can offer onboard this revolutionary 

aircraft. Both the Boeing 787 Dreamliner 
and the 777 Freighter offer highly attractive 
operating economics and will facilitate our 
global expansion plans by allowing us to 
transport passengers and cargo into new 
global markets from our hub in Abu Dhabi.”

Helicopters from eurocopter
In December last year, the Royal Malaysian 
Air Force had a first-hand look at its initial 
Eurocopter EC725 during the recent Lang-
kawi International Maritime and Aerospace 
(LIMA) exhibition. Eurocopter provided a 
live video feed to the Langkawi, Malaysia-
based show from its manufacturing plant 
in Marignane, France. The helicopter, part 
of a 2010 agreement that involves a dozen 
EC725, is intended for search and rescue 
and utility operations. Eurocopter, which 
currently has eight Malaysian EC725 in 
various stages of production, plans to start 
deliveries in 2012 and continue up to early 
2014. MHS Aviation and Awan Inspirasi 
have each ordered a Eurocopter EC225 for 
offshore operations in Malaysia. According 
to the manufacturer, all eight heavy helicop-
ters flying in Malaysia are EC225. Eurocop-
ter is also setting up an EC225/EC725 full 
flight simulator at its Malaysia Simulator 
Centre in 2012.

b/e AerospAce to buy ufc AerospAce
Florida based B/E Aerospace, the world’s 
largest supplier of aircraft interiors and the 
world’s leading distributor of aerospace 
fasteners and consumables, is to acquire 
supply chain management company UFC 
Aerospace Corporation for $400 million. 
UFC, a New York-based privately owned 
company, operates from 17 locations 
around the world, some of which are near 
major aircraft manufacturers includ-
ing Boeing and General Dynamics. B/E 
Aerospace designs, develops and manufac-
tures a broad range of products for both 
commercial aircraft and business jets. The 
company’s products include aircraft cabin 
seating, lighting, oxygen, and food and bev-
erage preparation and storage equipment. 
The company also provides cabin interior 
design, reconfiguration and passenger-to-
freighter conversion services.

boeing 737 mAX Jets for soutHwest
American carrier, Southwest Airlines, has 
announced an order for 150 new narrow-
body Boeing 737 Max jetliners valued at $12 
billion. These aircraft are larger and quieter 
and will provide up to 18 per cent more fuel 
efficiency than older models already in ser-

vice with the airline. Southwest will be the 
launch customer for the Boeing 737 MAX. 
Along with the 200 of these jetliners already 
on order, the new order by Southwest will 
constitute the largest order in the history 
of the Boeing Aircraft Company. These new 
aircraft are expected to be delivered begin-
ning this year and would go up to 2022 and 
will replace older jetliners such as 737-300.

mAiden fligHt of Aw189

At the Paris Air Show in 2011, Bruno Spag-
nolini, new CEO of AgustaWestland along 
with the CEO of Finmecannica Guiseppe 
Orsi unveiled the AW189, a civil version 
of its military AW149. The AW189 is a 
twin-engine eight-tonne class helicopter 
and as per CEO Spagnolini, it is the ‘ideal 
platform’ for global offshore and maritime 
SAR missions. In December 2011, Agus-
taWestland flew the AW189 prototype 
for the first time with the Chief Test Pilot 
Giuseppe Lo Coco at the controls. The 
aircraft performed as expected. The initial 
prototype will be used mainly for avionics 
testing and offshore certification which is 
expected at the end of 2013, six months af-
ter the military certification of the AW149. 
Service entry for the AW189 is projected in 
2014. A second prototype will be tested in 
2012 for load surveys.

eurocopter in KAzAKHstAn
Eurocopter has dispatched the first six 
EC145 out of a total order of 45 for the 
Kazakh Ministries of Defence and Emergen-
cies. Eurocopter’s new joint venture with 
Kazakhstan Engineering, known as Euro-
copter Kazakhstan Engineering, is assem-
bling and completing the EC145 helicopters 
at its facility near Astana International 
Airport. The helicopters will be used for 
medevac and SAR operations

Jetblue picKs p&w engines
JetBlue Airways will purchase 86 engines 
valued at about $1.03 billion  
from United Technologies Corporation’s 
Pratt & Whitney unit for 40 Airbus SAS 
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A320neo jets the carrier ordered earlier 
this year. JetBlue has been evaluating 
engine suppliers since announcing a $2.5 
billion order for the Airbus planes in June 
2011. The new agreement with Pratt & 
Whitney also includes long-term mainte-
nance. JetBlue is scheduled to receive the 
first of its twin-engine A320neo in 2018. 
The airline becomes the first US cus-
tomer for the PurePower geared turbofan 
engine on the A320neo. The new model 
provides longer range and as much as 15 
per cent in fuel savings compared with the 
airline’s current A320s. JetBlue’s current 
A320 jets have engines made by Interna-
tional Aero Engines.

cHinA lAuncHes AsiA’s lArgest 
Helicopter
China’s largest-ever indigenous civil he-
licopter, the 13-tonne AC 313 developed 
and manufactured by Aviation Industry 
Corporation of China (AVIC), has been 
certified by the Civil Aviation Administra-
tion, the country’s civil aviation authority. 
As per the manufacturer, the AC 313 is also 
the world’s first civil helicopter to receive 
an A category airworthiness certificate at 
an altitude of 4,500 metres. The aircraft can 
be deployed for search and rescue, fighting 
forest fire, transport, offshore operations, 
emergency medical services, tourism and 
business aviation. It has been designed for 
easy maintainability, reliability and meets 
with international safety standards. The new 
machine reflects the research and develop-
ment capabilities of China in the regime of 
large size helicopters.

AgustAwestlAnd Helicopters for 
weststAr AviAtion

Weststar Aviation Services of Malaysia has 
signed a contract for 10 AgustaWestland 
helicopters comprising five AW139s config-
ured for offshore operations, one AW139 for 
VIP transport, two AW169 and two AW189. 
The contract was signed by Tan Sri Syed 
Azman Syed Ibrahim, Group Managing 

Director of Weststar and Bruno Spagnolini, 
CEO, AgustaWestland at the Langkawi In-
ternational Maritime and Aerospace (LIMA) 
exhibition AgustaWestland.

(  iNfrAsTrUCTUre

cHAngi Airport to buy stAKe in gvK
Singapore’s Changi Airports International, 
a wholly-owned subsidiary of Changi 
Airports Group, is in talks with GVK to 
buy a 26 per cent stake in GVK Power and 
Infrastructure’s airport business. GVK owns 
50.5 per cent of Mumbai airport and 43 per 
cent of Bangalore airport. GVK operates 
both these airports. It holds the first right 
of refusal to develop the Navi Mumbai air-
port. The deal with Changi Airports Group, 
which has bagged more than 370 “best” 
awards for Singapore’s Changi Interna-
tional Airport worldwide from travel trade 
groups and publications, would help GVK 
stave off competition from domestic and 
international rivals for the Navi Mumbai 
airport bid expected in 2012. If the deal 
goes through, it would create a win-win 
situation for both companies as it would 
give Changi Airport a stake in running the 
Mumbai and Bangalore airports, two of the 
busiest airports in India. Changi Airports 
has a 26 per cent stake in Bengal Aer-
otropolis Projects Ltd which will construct 
an airport at Durgapur in West Bengal to 
handle one million passengers annually. 
Previously, the Singapore company was 
involved in providing technical assistance 
to the Mumbai airport and Nagpur’s cargo 
hub projects.

bellAry Airport under reconsiderAtion
Subsequent to Karnataka High Court 
quashing acquisition of about 100 hectares 
of land, the Karnataka Government is likely 
to review the size of the proposed Green-
field Airport project at Bellary in Karna-
taka. The airport project planned to be 
taken up under public-private partnership 
(PPP) model includes terminal buildings, 
runways, control tower and other infra-
structure like an aviation academy, conven-
tion centre, business parks, shopping mall, 
flying club and entertainment parks. The 
airport has been planned at a location off 
Sananakallu-Moka Road, where the terrain 
is flat in otherwise hilly region. Of the total 
380 hectares of land required for the proj-
ect, the government is currently in posses-
sion of about 270 hectares. The court has 

directed the government to consider afresh 
the demands of the land-losers to acquire 
their property. The concessionaire Marg 
Limited may be required to reduce the size 
and redesign the `110-crore project, based 
on the  availability of land.

delHi Airport in finAnciAl difficulty
The Delhi International Airport Ltd (DIAL) 
has been facing serious financial difficulty 
as Air India has not paid dues of over `250 
crore. The company’s financial difficulties 
were compounded by a court order to stop 
charging Airport Development Fee resulting 
in a loss of `2 crore per day. Besides, DIAL 
has to pay its share of revenue to its joint 
venture partner the Airports Authority of 
India (AAI) at the beginning of the month. 
However, AAI has rejected a move to bail 
out DIAL by extending `350 crore loan on 
the grounds that it is not covered under 
the financial regulations in vogue. The 
proposal was mooted at a meeting held at 
the office of the Prime Minister chaired by 
the Principal Secretary. During the meeting 
it was decided that AAI, being one of the 
shareholders of DIAL, may explore other 
avenues for the required funding. The 
state-owned airport operator said it had 
already borrowed `1,500 crore from the 
open market at an interest rate of 10 per 
cent per annum. It has also argued against 
advancing any loan to DIAL as AAI itself is 
financing ongoing major airport projects at 
Kolkata and Chennai.

low-cost Airports
A government panel in the Ministry of 
Civil Aviation has recommended building 
of regional, “no-frills”, low-cost airports 
to cater to small aircraft with up to 80 
seats. The panel is of the view that the 35 
non-metro airports being developed by the 
Airports Authority of India are expensive. 
The parameters the panel has suggested 
include turnaround time of 25 minutes 
against about an hour at larger airports, 
smaller runway of about 4,000 feet initially, 
common hold rooms and no lounges, fewer 
gate positions, lower service levels in terms 
of space per person at any time and overall 
higher annual capacity per square metre of 
space. The panel has also suggested that the 
concerned state governments support these 
projects and suggested that one-third of the 
Regional Air Connectivity Fund be used to 
construct these airports. At present, in all, 
there are over 450 airports and airstrips in 
the country, half of them are owned by state 
governments or private operators.
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(  BUsiNess AViATiON

eXpAnsion of leArJet fAcility
Bombardier Business Aircraft has announced 
plans for further expansion of their Learjet 
site in Wichita. The plan includes the expan-
sion of the Bombardier Flight Test Centre, 
establishment of a Bombardier Centre of 
Excellence of Engineering and Informa-
tion Technology, new facilities for paint and 
production flight test as well as a new delivery 
centre. The expansion, which is being sup-
ported by an incentive offer worth $16 million 
by the State of Kansas, will also help create 
450 new jobs over the next decade. Bombar-
dier Aerospace continues to invest in both 
current production Learjet aircraft as well as 
innovative products such as the all new Lear-
jet 85 mid-size jet. Launched on October 30, 
2007, the $600 million Learjet 85 project is on 
schedule for entry of the aircraft into service 
in 2013. With its headquarters in Canada, 
Bombardier Inc is a global corporation and 
a world-leading manufacturer of innovative 
transportation solutions from commercial 
aircraft and business jets to rail transporta-
tion equipment, systems and services.

order for cHAllenger 850

Bombardier Aerospace has announced that 
it has received a firm order for five Chal-
lenger 850 business jets from an undisclosed 
customer. The total value of the order is 
approximately $156 million based on the 
2011 list price for typically equipped aircraft. 
The Challenger 850 combines outstanding 
dependability with an executive cabin and 
the superior level of support business jet 
customers demand. The aircraft features the 
cabin volume of an ultra long-range jet with a 
range of up to 5,206 km. It is the benchmark 
for cabin comfort in its market segment.

lAst g200 rolls off production line
In December 2011, the 250th Gulfstream G200 
business jet, last of the type, rolled off the pro-
duction line in the facility at Dallas. The new, 

large cabin Gulfstream G280 is scheduled to 
enter service early 2012. The G280 is capable 
of travelling 3,600 nautical miles at Mach 
0.80 and has a maximum operating speed of 
Mach 0.85. With an initial cruise altitude of 
41,000 feet, the G280 can climb to a maximum 
altitude of 45,000 feet. Its 3,600-nautical-mile 
range means the G280 can fly nonstop from 
New York to London or from London to 
Dubai. The G200 was the first super mid-size 
business jet to enter the scene. It rolled out 
in 1997 and was certified by FAA in 1998. 
Till date, the aircraft has been certified in 18 
countries. Even while G200 production has 
ended, the product support organisation will 
ensure adequate parts, tooling, sustaining 
engineering and people are available to con-
tinue providing Gulfstream’s  industry-leading 
product support for the worldwide fleet.

(  reGULATOrY

new civil AviAtion policy
The government is expected to introduce a 
new civil aviation policy by mid-2012 to meet 
the challenges of the new decade. It will also 
aim at boosting investment and infrastructure 
for the aviation sector over the next decade. 
The Civil Aviation Ministry is also working at 
a new economic regulatory mechanism for 
pricing of air tickets as the industry passes 
through a turbulent phase despite passen-
ger traffic growth. The airlines have blamed 
losses to the pricing of air ticket below their 
cost. Increase in passenger traffic had made 
little difference to the bottom lines of airline 
companies that have been in the red. The 
new policy would help attract private sector 
investments and emphasise on setting up an 
air cargo promotion board. There is a need to 
decongest cargo terminals with simplification 
of customs procedures, greater use of mecha-
nised handling and speedy clearances of 
shipments. India has the potential to emerge 
as a global trans-shipment hub. With GDP 
growing annually at nearly eight per cent, the 
air cargo industry has been averaging annual 
growth of 12 per cent. 

(  AirLiNe fiNANCe

bAnKs reJect Ai debt recAst
The consortium of 26 banks led by State Bank 
of India (SBI) has rejected the debt restruc-
turing proposal of the troubled national 
carrier Air India (AI) on the grounds the plan 
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www.businessairportworldexpo.com

internAtionAl conference on 
Autonomous unmAnned veHicles 
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11-13 April
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EvEnts CalEndar 
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quently, what elevated the business jet 
from a luxury toy to what is increas-
ingly seen as a vital corporate tool? In 
the US, hundreds of Fortune 500 com-
panies now flaunt their own aircraft, 
with companies arguing that this vital 
conveyance saves time and boosts pro-
ductivity. A recent CNN report quotedNewsBriefs
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would hurt profitability and erode capital. 
According to the debt recast plan, banks will 
restructure AI’s loans worth `22,000 crore. It 
was proposed that 60 per cent of the loans be 
converted into long-term loans to be repaid 
over 15 years and the balance be converted 
into cumulative redeemable preference shares 
with an eight per cent dividend. According to 
the law, a company can pay dividend only if it 
makes a profit. Bankers are not sure when AI 
can be turned around. Hence, they stand to 
lose if the debt is turned into a quasi-equity 
instrument. As an alternative to the present 
proposal, banks have suggested their expo-
sure be treated as loans and not preference 
shares, as was earlier suggested by SBI Caps 
who had prepared the proposal. At present, 
Air India has debt of `43,000 crore half of 
which is guaranteed by the government.

KingfisHer seeKs government 
AssistAnce

Crisis ridden Kingfisher Airlines has report-
edly informed the government in writing that 
it will need assistance by way of a temporary 
bank overdraft to obviate grounding of aircraft 
and maintain normal operations. Kingfisher 
spokesman has however declined to comment 
on the report. Ajit Singh, the newly appointed 
Minister of Civil Aviation on assuming charge, 
had categorically stated that “the government 
will not cancel licences of cash-strapped car-
riers on safety concerns and that the Ministry 
would provide help to the sector”. However, 
the response by the MoCA to Kingfisher now 
is that “private carriers will have to convince 
their bankers that they have a viable business 
plan and ask for help from them. The govern-
ment cannot and will not give them working 
capital to operate the airline.”

An official report indicated the total col-
lective debt of India’s airlines expected to rise 
to $20 billion by March 31, 2012, as the carriers 
battle rising oil prices, high sales tax on avia-
tion turbine fuel and underpricing of tickets 
in the face of cut-throat competition. End of 
last year, Kingfisher Airlines had no option but 
to cancel hundreds of flights to reduce losses 
and has been negotiating unsuccessfully with 

banks to raise working capital. Meanwhile, it is 
understood that the leasing companies in the 
UK have approached the courts for repossess-
ing aircraft for failure to pay lease rentals.

(  Air TrAffiC MANAGeMeNT 

rocKwell collins, nAsA to develop 
uAs dAtA linK
Rockwell Collins is collaborating with the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administra-
tion (NASA) to develop an unmanned aircraft 
system (UAS) control and non-payload 
communications (CNPC) data link that will 
eventually enable unmanned aircraft to safely 
operate in the national airspace. “The reason 
we were selected is because we are one of a 
few companies that have both commercial 
avionics experience and UAS data links. It’s 
really the intersection of our core technolo-
gies,” said David Vos, Senior Director of UAS 
and Control Technologies at Rockwell Collins. 
As a team member in the three-year NASA-
UAS Communications Research Sub-Project, 
Rockwell Collins will work with NASA engi-
neers and subject matter experts to define the 
waveform for the CNPC data link. The results 
of this collaboration will help industry and 
FAA develop the appropriate set of rules and 
requirements for reliable unmanned flight 
operations in the national airspace system, 
according to Rockwell Collins.

(  AirLiNe NeWs

vAlue Airline of tHe yeAr: AirAsiA
AirAsia, the world’s best low-cost airline, 
was named the inaugural winner of a new 
category ‘Value Airline of the Year for 2012’ at 
Penton Media’s Air Transport World (ATW), 
the leading monthly magazine covering the 
global airline industry. ATW has attributed 
the choice of AirAsia to the low-cost carrier’s 
trailblazing efforts in the low-cost aviation 
industry through innovative solutions, ef-
ficient processes and a passionate approach 
to the business of connecting people as also 
covering the underserved markets. AirAsia 
delivers value to passengers by enabling 
millions to travel affordably through lower 
fares, value to employees and to sharehold-
ers and investors. ATW acknowledged that 
since 2002, AirAsia has broken travel norms 
around the globe and has risen to become 
the world’s best value airline with a route 
network that spans across 23 countries.

Airbus A380 operAtions in indiA
Singapore, UAE and Germany have sought 
permission to operate the Airbus 380 
Superjumbo, the world’s largest commercial 
aircraft, to India. Currently, only the airports 
at Delhi and Hyderabad are capable of 
handling operations by the Airbus A380. The 
implications of permitting A380 operations 
in India are that the Indian carriers would 
lose markets share that would adversely 
impact their already doddering finances. 
Kingfisher Airlines is the only Indian carrier 
to have ordered the Airbus A380 and in the 
context of the ongoing financial difficulties, 
delivery of the aircraft had been deferred. 
According to Airbus estimates, Indian car-
riers will need over 60 A380s by 2028. While 
Airbus is of the view that given the traffic 
growth and congestion in places such as 
Delhi and Mumbai, international opera-
tions out of India in the future will require 
the A380. However, as the infrastructure 
in the country to operate the A380 is still 
inadequate, permitting foreign carriers to 
operate the Superjumbo may not be the 
right decision at this point in time. sp

bombArdier
Effective February 1, 2012, Michele (Mike) 
Arcamone will take over as President, 
Bombardier Commercial Aircraft. 

Honeywell
Honeywell appointed Briand Greer as 
President of Aerospace Asia Pacific.  Greer 
is based in Shanghai.

The company has appointed Shane 
Tedjarati as President, High Growth 
Regions and Stephen Shang as President, 
Honeywell China.

gulfstreAm
Gulfstream Aerospace Corporation has 
appointed Randy Bolinger as Director of 
Marketing Services.

The company has appointed Christo-
pher Ellender as a Senior Regional Sales 
Manager for Product Support Sales.  

The company has also named Bill 
McLeod as Vice President, North Ameri-
can Sales, Central Division.  

omAn Air
Oman Air has appointed Wayne Pearce as 
the Chief Executive Officer.

Oman Air has appointed Saleem Bin 
Amanullah Bin Abdul Hussain as General 
Manager, Customer Services.

appointmEnts
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First

China’s first airplane demonstration 
test using sustainable aviation biofuel was conducted at 
Beijing Capital International Airport on October 28, 2011. 
It was teamwork between Air China, PetroChina, Boeing 

and Honeywell UOP, and based on the energy cooperation between 
China and the US. During the perfect test flight launch at this air-
port, the B747-400 passenger plane was driven by aviation biofuel.

While Zheng Weimin, Deputy Managing Director of Air China 
Fleet was the leader of the flight crew, Captain Zhang Rongbin is 
the Deputy Director of the Flight Crew Subdivision IV of Air China 
Fleet. Yuan Hang was the Chief Copilot.

The crew made an elaborate preparation before the test flight. 
They made specific studies on fuel ingredients, the differences to 
traditional fuels, possibilities to flight and special occasion man-
agement. Through iterative exercises in simulators, the crew was 
getting more familiar with such circumstances. All of this con-
tributed important information for the success of the test flight.

The feedstock for this test launch is derived from the jatro-
pha material base of PetroChina. With the technology of UOP, the 
crude oil of jatropha could be transformed into aviation biofuel. 
In order to accord with both the standard of GB6537 and ASTM 
D7566-11 simultaneously, China Aviation Oil mixed aviation bio-
fuel with traditional aviation kerosene by a proportion of 50:50. 
Boeing and P&W are the technology support providers for the 
aircraft and engine, respectively.

In recent years, Air China has committed itself to green flight 
of what energy-saving and emission reduction is highly valued. 
Through fleet optimisation, second dispatch and a series of other 
actions, the operation efficiency is advanced, aviation kerosene is 
saved, and exhaust emission is dwarfed. Aiming at energy-saving 
and emission reduction, Air China created the Energy and En-
vironment Test System in 2009 by itself, inaugurated its Green 
Flight in 2010, joined the Sustainable Aviation Fuel Users Group 
(SAFUG) and became the first carrier that launched the airplane 
demonstration test flight for biofuel in China in 2011. SP

Air China launches first test of biofuel flight

Flying 
green
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An exceedingly light AircrAft, powered 
by two hydraulically operated coaxial rotors; the Mega- 
city Aviation Concept designed by Alex Jantschke, will 
facilitate movement in large cities and also ease traffic 

congestion. The craft is high on manoeuvrability and can carry 
loads up to 200 kg.

This helicopter style device has the duel rotors on top that 
are surrounded by fan-like rings that the movie’s flying machines 
sported. The flying machine could fly around and get you to your 
destination faster. The personal aircraft would be made from re-
inforced bio-plastic and have a hollow frame like a bird’s bones.

The aircraft looks like the Copter in the Avatar movie. SP

 tecknow

The aircraft would be made from reinforced bio-plastic and have a  
hollow frame like a bird’s bones

Megacity concept
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OutlOOk 2012

Y
ear 2011, the centenarY of Indian 
civil aviation, was a turbulent year for the air-
line industry. Despite a fairly respectable rate 
of growth in passenger traffic hovering in the 
region of 17 per cent per annum, on account of 
steady escalation in the cost of aviation turbine 
fuel (ATF), air fares remaining depressed in the 

face of fierce competition and high taxes/airport charges, rising 
administrative costs and heavy interest burden on borrowings, 
most of the airlines sank deeper into the red with mounting cu-
mulative losses acquiring staggering proportions. Quite under-
standably, there was no help forthcoming from the government 
for the struggling private carriers either by way of funding, respite 
from high tax rates or move towards industry friendly policies. 
While there is optimism that the airline industry in India should 

see a reversal of fortunes in 2012, the New Year could well bring 
with it a new set of challenges perhaps more daunting than those 
in the year gone by.

the IndIan economY. The economy of a nation and its 
aviation industry are inexorably linked and serve as drivers for 
each other. As per the Planning Commission, “India is expected 
to be the world’s third major economy in the next 20 years after 
China and the US.” While 2011 was indeed a bad year for the Indi-
an economy, the optimistic long-term projections by the Planning 
Commission are undoubtedly encouraging for the airline indus-
try. But there are difficulties in the short-term. On account of the 
economic slowdown in the recent past, growth rate in the current 
fiscal year is expected to be closer to seven per cent as against 8.5 
per cent forecast earlier. The uncertainties in the Indian economy 

by B.K. Pandey

Year 2011 was indeed a bad year for the Indian economy. While there is optimism that the 
airline industry in India should see a reversal of fortunes in 2012, the New Year could well 

bring with it a new set of challenges perhaps more daunting than those in the year gone by.

Optimism 
amidst Crisis

Dispute between the private 
carriers and the government 

relating to ground handling policy, 
may get resolved soon
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OutlOOk 2012

last year did impinge on the fortunes of the airline industry due 
to the falling demand for domestic air travel. Besides, the Indian 
economy could not remain immune to the economic turmoil in 
Europe and the US that did adversely affect international travel. 
However, with some of the economic indicators turning favour-
able for the Indian economy, it appears that the worst is over. 
Overall, there may be an upturn in the economy in the next fiscal 
albeit with a slightly lower growth rate.

Shocker In the new Year. Instead of cheer, the dawn 
of the New Year delivered a shocker not only for the airlines but 
also for the travelling public, by way of a somewhat disconcerting 
report on the comprehensive audit of airlines carried out by the 
Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA).

 Altogether, the airlines have a collective debt of `1,06,000 
crore and the cumulative losses exceed `30,000 crore. Some of the 
airlines have been frequently defaulting payment of airport charg-
es and fuel bills. Salaries of employees are frequently delayed and 
commitments in respect of timely repayment of loans or instal-
ments for leased aircraft are also somewhat uncertain.

The audit report clearly indicates that the financial position of 
most of the airlines is undoubtedly in a precarious state and that 
this, in turn, affects maintenance standards which has serious im-
plications for air safety. In the opinion of the auditors, the malaise 
is serious enough to warrant cancellation of licence in respect 
of two airlines, Air India Express and Kingfisher Airlines, where 
there is evidence that air safety could have been compromised. In 
the case of the latter, nearly 30 per cent of the fleet is grounded. 
The two airlines will, in all likelihood, refute the observations or 
contest any action initiated by the DGCA in this regard. While the 

affected airlines may ultimately get relief from the government, 
given the environment and the financial paradigms airlines in In-
dia are required to operate in, it is only a matter of time before the 
other carriers are afflicted with similar problems if radical steps 
are not taken by both the government and the industry to set the 
airlines back on track to make the industry viable. What is more 
important is that the DGCA should first address safety concerns, 
a factor that impacts the travelling public more than any other. 

role of the Government. While the portents for the 
airlines appear ominous, there seems to be a silver lining in the 
dark clouds appearing on the horizon. Ajit Singh, who assumed 
charge in December 2011, as the Minister of Civil Aviation tak-
ing over from Vayalar Ravi, has indicated that “The government 
would not allow any airline to close down for financial reasons.” 
This position, if reported accurately, reflects a radical change in 
the position of the government towards the airline industry. While 
this approach certainly augurs well especially for the private car-
riers wallowing in deep financial crisis, the rhetoric would have to 
be followed by concrete steps by the government as also by the 
airlines. If the struggling carriers are to have any chance of becom-
ing profitable, to begin with, the government would have to reduce 
taxes on ATF and rationalise the burden of airport levies. There 

Growth In the InfraStructure 
for mro IS lIkelY to be 
Somewhat modeSt

ReligaRe HawkeR 800XP:  
Religare Aviation has been granted 
NOC to operate in the northern region
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OutlOOk 2012

are encouraging signs that the government would soon permit for-
eign airlines to pick up stake in Indian carriers up to a limit of 49 
per cent as recommended by  the Ministry of  Civil Aviation  and  
endorsed by a Group of Ministers. The proposal is yet to be finally 
cleared by the Union Cabinet. On their part, airlines would have to 
restructure business models to trim operating costs without com-
promising on air safety.

In the coming months, the government is likely to review the 
policy of allotting bilateral air traffic rights to Indian carriers vis-
à-vis foreign carriers and remove the existing anomalies. Dispute 
between the private carriers and the government relating to the 
ground handling policy, currently under litigation, may also be 
resolved in the course of this year. The proposal by some airlines 
to import ATF directly for their aircraft is under consideration by 
the government. If approved, this will provide considerable relief 
to the airline though with corresponding losses to the exchequer. 

the low-coSt model. Closing down the low-cost arm 
of Kingfisher Airlines, Kingfisher Red last year, was inclined to be 
interpreted by some as an indication of the demise of the low-cost 
concept. Nothing could be further from truth. By the end of last 
year, the low-cost carriers (LCC) had captured nearly 50 per cent 
of the market share. Penetration by the LCC is significantly higher 
in the Indian market than in the global market. The trend will not 
only be sustained in the current year, its market share will also 
grow as it is this model that offers better chances of profitability 
for airlines looking for ways to cut costs to make their business 
models viable. 

reGIonal avIatIon. The year ahead may witness a fresh 
impetus to regional aviation with six new regional airlines hav-
ing been granted no objection certificates (NOC). These are Free-
dom Aviation and Air Pegasus to operate in the southern region, 
Deccan Charters for the western region and Indus Airways, Kar-
ina Airlines and Religare Aviation for the northern region. This 
should substantially improve connectivity to Tier-II and Tier-III 
cities fulfilling a long-felt need of the economy. A policy for the 
promotion of regional airlines was laid down in 2007, but due to 
the rather stringent conditions  therein, regional airlines failed to 
get off the ground. Hopefully, with the wisdom of hindsight, the 

rules will be revised this year to make them conducive to regional 
aviation. As per an assessment by the Centre for Asia Pacific Avia-
tion (CAPA), this year, Indian carriers are expected to place or-
ders for up to 200 new aircraft worth $12 billion (`60,000 crore), 
of which around 50 would be in the category of regional aircraft.

InfraStructure. The momentum for infrastructure de-
velopment related to the aviation industry is likely to be sustained 
through 2012. Modernisation and upgrade of the  international 
airports at Kolkata and Chennai is expected to be completed this 
year and work on the new airport at Navi Mumbai is also likely 
to commence soon. The drive by the Airports Authority of India 
(AAI) to build Heliports and dedicated terminals for business 
aviation as also expanding connectivity to additional Tier-II and 
Tier-III cities will continue. Efforts at enhancement of air traffic 
management (ATM) infrastructure will also be sustained. Overall, 
2012 should witness considerable improvement in the manage-
ment of air traffic, better connectivity and reduced congestion. 
The private sector is expected to play a greater role towards infra-
structure development providing bulk of the investments through 
joint ventures. However, growth in the infrastructure for mainte-
nance, repair and overhaul  is likely to be somewhat modest.

concluSIon. Despite the ongoing turmoil within the airlines, 
given the strengths inherent in the Indian economy; growth in the 
civil aviation industry is likely to continue albeit at a marginally 
lower pace estimated at around 15 per cent. However, in the con-
text of the high cumulative losses, enormous debt burden, high in-
put costs and marginal profitability, financial recovery is expected 
to be  slow. The government and the industry will have to work 
together to draw up a well-considered strategic plan for the indus-
try with a visionary roadmap, develop profitable business models 
and evolve an industry-friendly and dynamic regulatory framework 
to replace the archaic provisions currently in vogue that function 
more as impediments than facilitators successfully throttling initia-
tives. The government should work towards managing the environ-
ment so as to ensure that the aviation industry continues to be safe, 
profitable and competitive. It is only through concerted action by 
both the government and the industry that India can hope to make 
its mark on the global aviation scene. SP

Regional aviation will get a boost with 
six airlines being granted NOC. Deccan 

Charters will operate in the western region 
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Air TrAnsporT Regional aviation

I
ndIa’s avIatIon market Is globally the ninth 
largest and by 2020, it is likely to become the third. But 
the country’s airlines generally seem content to ignore the 
smaller towns and focus on the more lucrative metro-to-
metro routes. As a result, the regional market is woefully 
underserved. However, some far-sighted carriers are now in 
search of greener pastures. They feel the time is ripe to go 

regional. The Airports Authority of India (AAI) also expects traffic 
from non-metro airports to rise to 45 per cent of total traffic in 
the next five years, up from 30 per cent currently. But where are 
the airports?

Of the 127 airports in India, only 89 are operational. Bare-
ly 36 can take jets such as the Boeing B737-800 (189 economy 
seats) or Airbus A320 (180 economy seats). Airlines with region-
al aspirations need smaller jets such as the Bombardier CRJ700 
(78 seats) or the Embraer E170 (80 seats). With fuel prices ris-
ing, turboprops such as the 78-seat ATR 72-500 and the 80-seat 
Bombardier Q400 NextGen are capturing greater market share 
by virtue of their fuel-efficiency. Aircraft with up to 80 seats are 
exempt from airport landing and parking charges and billed 
at reduced rates for navigation facilities. Those with take-off 
weight less than 40,000 kg also pay just four per cent sales tax 
on aviation fuel across the country as against up to 30 per cent 
in some of the states for larger aircraft. Today, fuel constitutes 
45 per cent or more of an airline’s operating cost, so this is a big 
gain for the small ones.

Hubs and Harmony. Sunita Singh, a metropolitan dwell-
er wishing to travel to a distant city, has the luxury of choosing a 
convenient flight from a number of options and flying straight to 
her destination. This is “point-to-point transit”. But Sunita Shar-
ma, who lives in an outlying town, may not be so lucky. She has 
first to catch a short-haul flight or travel by surface transport to 
a central location called a “hub” from where long-distance flights 
to her destination are available. This is the “hub-and-spoke” dis-
tribution model, a system of connections arranged like a chariot 
wheel, in which all the traffic moves along the spokes connected 
to the hub at the centre. The model is especially popular in trans-
portation and telecommunications. An airline hub is an airport 
serving as a transfer point to fly passengers to their intended 
destinations. Small airlines may use only a single hub, while large 
airlines generally have several hubs.

Low-cost carrier SpiceJet recently embarked on an ambi-
tious hub-based programme to take aviation to long-neglected 
smaller destinations. SpiceJet CEO Neil Mills said, “We decided 
to strategically focus on improving air connectivity in Tier-2 and 
Tier-3 towns as we believe there is a large market in India that is 
yet to be touched by the benefits of the aviation revolution.” The 
carrier has ordered 30 Bombardier Q400 NextGen aircraft which 
it calls a “game changer”. The 15 firm-order planes will be deliv-
ered by July this year, with a decision to confirm the additional 
15 options likely by soon. SpiceJet launched the first phase of its 
regional strategy last September with Hyderabad as a hub, link-

by Joseph NoroNha

India has potential hubs aplenty but most are bereft of sufficient spokes. The 
government’s new civil aviation policy should include a comprehensive regional aviation 
programme that actually encourages small regional airlines to take connectivity to the 

remote parts of the country.

Time To go local

spiceJet has ordered 
30 Bombardier Q400 

nextGen Aircraft
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Air TrAnsporT Regional aviation

ing Aurangabad, Bhopal, Indore, Mangalore, Rajahmundry, Tiru-
pati and Vijayawada. It plans to set up another five regional hubs 
at Chennai, Ahmedabad, Bangalore, Kolkata and Delhi with five 
Q400 aircraft at each hub in an effort to connect most large towns 
across the country. Many of the airports, that it will touch, will 
boast a scheduled flight for the first time.

The highly successful US regional aviation model is cited as 
one that India could follow. In America, small regional jets or 
turboprops economically convey little groups of passengers from 
remote airports to the nearest hub. At the hub, passengers are 
transferred to large airliners belonging to the mainline carriers 
and transported over greater distances to other hubs. The region-
al and national airlines function in harmony on different routes, 
complementing each other, rather than in competition on the 
same routes. In India, incipient attempts to launch regional ser-
vices were abandoned in quick time mainly because small region-
al airlines were in direct competition with established major car-
riers. It is a no-brainer that the fledgling airlines would simply be 
priced out of the market and so they were. Now the regional space 
is sought to be occupied by small aircraft belonging to the major 
carriers themselves. Apart from SpiceJet, GoAir, Air India and Jet 
Airways are keen on expanding regional services. Kingfisher Air-
lines’ cessation of low-cost operations should create further op-
portunities for others to explore the hub-and-spoke system.

The passengers are usually not inclined to travel via a hub, 
preferring instead a point-to-point transit which is more conve-
nient, cheaper and quicker. However, the hub-and-spoke model 
eminently suits airline operations. For example, in a system with 
ten destinations, the spoke-to-hub scheme requires only nine 
routes to connect all destinations, while a true point-to-point 
system would require 45 routes with each airport connecting the 
other nine. The small number of routes also means more efficient 
use of scarce resources, since aircraft are more likely to operate 
at near capacity and can fly the same route more than once a 

day. However, a hub constitutes a potential bottleneck or single 
point-of-failure vulnerability in the network. Delays at the hub on 
account of bad weather or traffic congestion, so common at the 
metros, can result in cascading delays throughout the network. 
Interruption at a single spoke perhaps due to a technical fault, 
may also adversely affect the smooth running of the hub.

Hubs can prosper only if the economics are right. They need a 
steady stream of traffic from outlying airports. Hubs should be ef-
ficient places with all services working in harmony; where flights 
and baggage are handled expeditiously and passengers are treated 
courteously. Passengers come to a hub airport not because they 
want to visit it but to catch another plane. They must necessarily 
be kept happy. The airport makes money from the services it pro-
vides to the transit passengers and the airlines. The city, where the 
hub is located, benefits because a heavy volume of transit traffic in 
turn justifies more direct flights to many destinations. Apart from 
runways, taxiways, dispersal areas and hangars, there must be ad-
equate terminal facilities for the comfort of passengers awaiting 
the next flight especially in the event of unforeseen delay.

Package deal. India has potential hubs aplenty but most 
are bereft of sufficient spokes. The country is a late entrant on the 
regional aviation scene perhaps because the cost-conscious Indian 
wanderer prefers cheaper surface travel for short distances. How-
ever, with rising levels of disposable income in Tier-2 and Tier-3 
cities, demand for regional airlines is growing at nearly twice the 
rate of the metros. But the regional aviation market is likely to turn 
profitable only if the infrastructure is adequate and the business 
model is right. Regional jets, in fact, are more expensive (per seat 
kilometre) than mainline planes, so regional aviation tickets will al-
ways be priced higher than mainline flights. The government must 
do what it takes to help including exempting airport user fees for 
regional flights. Airports currently levy the same fees on all airlines.

For the hub-and-spoke arrangement to be a success in India, 
determined efforts are required to make more airports opera-
tional in outlying regions. And with more carriers offering low-
cost services and surging regional demand, the time has come to 
switch to no-frills airports as well. Such airports have minimal in-
frastructure, runway, Spartan terminal facilities and only manda-
tory navigational aids, all of which translate into reduced airport 
charges. The government is reportedly studying the issue. It is es-
timated that perhaps 120 airfields with runways of 3,000 to 5,000 
ft length can be readied for regional jets or turboprops without 
much effort. Half the country’s population would then be within 
convenient range of an airport to catch a flight to the nearest hub.

The regional aviation package, however, would remain half-
baked without a proper policy. The government reportedly plans 
to introduce a new civil aviation policy within the next few 
months to boost investment and cater to the infrastructure needs 
of this fast-growing sector. It is welcome and a long overdue move. 
The policy should include a comprehensive regional aviation pro-
gramme that actually encourages small regional airlines to take 
connectivity to the remote parts of the country. Regional aviation 
rather than metro-centric aviation is the next big thing. SP

tHe regIonal avIatIon Package, 
However, would remaIn Half-
baked wItHout a ProPer PolIcy

With fuel prices rising, 
turboprops like ATr 72-500 

are gaining popularity
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AircrAft Winglets

O
n nOvember 30, 2011, Airbus test A320 
took to the skies on a five-hour flight from Tou-
louse initiating an elaborate test schedule to vali-
date the performance of its new pair of winglets 
called, the Sharklets. The test A320, fitted with 
Sharklets, was to study the aerodynamic behav-
iour of the new winglets and gather data for cer-

tification. Sharklets, the Airbus lingo for its new wingtip design 
for the Airbus A320 family, were launched in November 2009. The 
first aircraft fitted with these are slated for delivery to the launch 
customer Air New Zealand by the end of 2012. The 2.5-metre-tall 
winglets will replace the aircraft’s current wingtip fence. Offered 
as an option for newly-built aircraft, Sharklets have been specially 
designed for the Airbus A320 family to reduce fuel burn by up to an 
additional 3.5 per cent on long routes of around 3,000 nm.

Winglets: An inspirAtiOn frOm nAture. The 
high pressure on the lower surface of the wing creates lateral 
airflow outwards or away from the fuselage towards the wingtip 
where on account of relatively lower air pressure above the wing, 
it tends to spill over and swirl around the wingtip to form a vortex 
creating additional drag described as “induced drag”, thereby re-
ducing aerodynamic efficiency of the wing. NASA engineer Rich-
ard Whitcomb, who developed the supercritical airfoil, a fuel-

efficient wing design adopted for Airbus aircraft, is also credited 
with the development in the 1970s of aerodynamically efficient 
winglets that had a profound impact on the operating econom-
ics of airliners. In response to the 1973 oil crisis, NASA’s Aircraft 
Energy Efficiency (ACEE) programme sought ways to conserve 
energy in aviation. Whitcomb’s winglet design was predicted to 
reduce induced drag by approximately 20 per cent and improve 
the overall aircraft lift-drag ratio by six to nine per cent.

Winglets are small aerodynamic surfaces mounted almost 
vertically at the wingtips. Inspiration for the design came from 
birds observed to curl their wingtip feathers upward when in 
need of high lift. A well-designed winglet rises vertically and is 
swept back so that it significantly reduces the size of the wingtip 
vortex thus reducing induced drag.

Winglets: their evOlutiOn. In 1988, the Boeing 747-
400 became the first airliner to fly with winglets (the design simi-
lar to Fig. 1A). In 1993, Dr Louis Gratzer, Professor of Aeronautics 
at the University of Washington, the erstwhile Chief of Aerody-
namics for Boeing, filed a patent application for an aerodynami-
cally effective winglet termed “blended winglet” which provides 
a smooth transition between the wing and the winglet (Fig. 1B). 
Highly blended winglets have demonstrated more than 60 per cent 
greater effectiveness over conventional winglets with an angular 

by Vasuki Prasad

Making 
of a new era

Sharklets provide better take-off performance and rate-of-climb, higher optimum 
altitude, higher residual aircraft value and greater safety margins in the event of an 
engine failure. This innovation ensures that airlines can afford to compete with the 

lowest airfares in an increasingly competitive market.
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transition. Blended winglet technology made its debut in 1993, as 
a performance enhancement programme for the Gulfstream II by 
Aviation Partners Inc, a company established in 1991 at Seattle by 
Joe Clark and Montana businessman Dennis Washington.

Boeing’s attention was drawn to the fuel efficiency and range 
enhancement on the Gulfstream II leading to a joint venture with 
Aviation Partners Inc to develop blended winglets for Boeing air-
planes. Boeing helped Aviation Partners pioneer the technology 
that is available as options on 737NG airplanes and as retrofit op-
tions on the older 737, 757 and 767 models. In 2000, Dr Fort F. 
Felker, a former NASA wind-tunnel researcher and expert in com-
putational fluid dynamics, filed a patent for “elliptical winglets”, 
wherein the curvature of the winglets as they extend outwards 
from the intersection with the wings approximates part of an el-
lipse (Fig. 1C). This apparently ensures an elliptical distribution 
of lift both horizontally and vertically, resulting in lower induced 
drag. The very next year, Winglet Technology LLC was founded by 
Robert Kiser and Dr Fort Felker at Wichita, Kansas.

In 2002, a European Union funded four-year technology pro-
gramme entitled Aircraft Wing with Advanced Technology Oper-
ation (AWIATOR) was launched with focus on reduction in drag, 
noise, aircraft wake and improved fuel consumption. It brought 
together 23 European manufacturers, universities and research 
institutes with Airbus contributing 60 per cent of the Euro 80 mil-
lion budget. Very large wingtip devices which include winglets 
were also looked into by the programme and a resin film-infused 
composite winglet was test flown onboard an Airbus A340 in 
2003. Flight testing was completed in early 2006.

Airbus A320: A Drive fOr imprOvement. Airbus 
was working on an “A320 enhanced” which was to include wing-
lets, an aerodynamic tidy-up (to the engine pylons, surge tank 
ducts and upper belly fairing), engine improvements, weight sav-
ings and a new cabin, all aimed at reducing fuel burn by four to 
five per cent with significant contribution by the winglets. Since 
this was in line with the activity at the Aircraft Wing with Ad-
vanced Technology Operation (AWIATOR) programme, in April 
2006, after the results of the AWIATOR winglet that flew on the 

A340-300, Airbus tested similar angular winglets on its prototype 
A320 and another newly produced A320 that was meant for Jet-
Blue (Image 1). Closely following these tests, in July 2006, Airbus 

image 1: Airbus 
evaluating an AWiAtOr 
winglet on its A320 in 
April 2003

image 2: An Elliptical Winglet from 
Winglet technology LLc being flown  
on its test A320.

image 3: APi’s winglet on the 
test A320.
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frOnt vieW Of Winglets
 Figure 1: The different popular winglets: A, the conventional winglet sporting an angular transition between the 
wing and the winglet. B, a blended winglet with the transition being the arc of a circle whose centre is at “C1”.  
C, an elliptical winglet, which transition and winglet forms part of an ellipse centred at “C2”.
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began flight testing “elliptical winglets” from Winglet Technol-
ogy LLC (Image 2). But in the October 2006, Airbus appeared 
somewhat unsure about the efficacy of winglets. The results of 
the latest tests on the A320 winglet indicated that although im-
provements were found in terms of cruise drag, the increase in 
structural weight that would be necessary to support the winglets 
largely offset the gain.

In late 2008, Aviation Partners Inc. and Airbus announced 
that blended winglets specially made for the A320 were being 
tested on the aircraft. In this design, the winglets had a unique 
shape (Image 3).

There was no further news of the test until in January 2010, 
when JetBlue provided an A320 for testing with winglets from 
Aviation Partners Inc. This time, however, the test conducted in 
the US, was between the airline and the winglet manufacturer 
with cooperation from Airbus and five per cent fuel savings was 
claimed to have been achieved.

mAking it hAppen. Technically, the challenges in installing 
a winglet are the higher bending and torque loads that the structure 
is subjected to. This requires structural strengthening. Of the 27 
ribs that make up either wing of an A320, the 19 outboard ribs need 
strengthening. The centre wing box will also be strengthened with 
necessary changes to take care of both A320 equipped with Shark-
lets and the A320neo alike. Since the structure must be provisioned 
to fit either the Sharklet or the conventional wingtip fence, Rib 27, 
the outer-most, has been fully redesigned to offer this dual wingtip-
device compatibility. These reinforcements increase aircraft struc-
tural weight compensated by an airframe-wide weight-reduction 
plan of around 200 kg. As a result of this weight neutralisation, an 
aircraft which is Sharklet ready end 2012 onwards but fitted with 
the conventional wingtip fences will not differ in fuel burn and per-

formance from an A320 delivered in 2010. Sharklets are standard 
on all A320neo that will be produced 2015 onwards. To handle the 
new engines and the added maximum take-off weight, additional 
inboard rib and spar reinforcements will be incorporated when the 
A320neo goes into production.

mAking OperAtiOnAl AnD ecOnOmicAl sense.  
As per Airbus, over existing A320, Sharklets deliver an additional 
fuel saving of 3.5 per cent over sectors greater than 3,000 nm and 
one per cent for sectors around 500 nm. The greatest savings will 
be on long hauls. IndiGo’s Mumbai-Singapore is 2,180 nm, with an 
average trip fuel of around 13,100 kg. This will translate to a con-
servative estimated savings of around 400 kg per flight and 292,000 
kg per aircraft per year. Considering the cost of fuel at Mumbai 
(S$1520.5/T or `62,600) and Singapore (S$993.36/T or `40,900) 
as of end December 2011, this translates to savings of around 
S$3,67,000 (`1.5 crore) per aircraft per year. With such savings, in 
the Indian scenario, the winglets pay back for themselves in about 
two and a half years or sooner, in the event fuel prices rise further.

Sharklets have more than one advantage. The payload-range 
benefits include either a revenue payload increase of around 500 
kg or an additional 100 nm range at the original payload. The 
increased lift-to-drag ratio of the wing will result in higher avail-
able take-off weights, notably from obstacle-limited runways. 
Where runway performance is not limiting, the operators could 
make profit from a reduction in average take-off thrust with con-
sequent savings in engine maintenance costs by around two per 
cent. Sharklets provide better take-off performance and rate-of-
climb, higher optimum altitude, higher residual aircraft value and 
greater safety margins in the event of an engine failure. This inno-
vation ensures that airlines can afford to compete with the lowest 
airfares in an increasingly competitive market. sP
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W
hether airlines or busi-
ness jet operators, managements 
love to hate pilots and this is the uni-
versal truth. There is virtually a stam-
pede out there among people who 
are eager to throttle pilots, if they get 
a chance. The only problem is that 

flights would get grounded if they managed to satisfy this urge. 
And that is too high a price to pay. Pilots, of course, are too preoc-
cupied to notice what the fuss is all about. They are not even aware 
of their status, leave alone bothering to adopt remedial measures. 
What then is the position of a pilot in the aviation hierarchy? 

No doubt, aviation exists because of pilots. Aircraft can fly 
without cabin crew, managers or ground staff. But while the rai-
son d’être for aviation industry to exist, is the passenger, a pas-
senger aircraft does not fly without a pilot either.

organisation and the Pilot. The cubicle of the Vice-
President, Operations (VP-Ops) of a leading airline displays this 
rather amusing poster through which pilots entering the portals 
of their new employer are made aware of their standing. To be 
precise, they are depicted exactly as their environment perceives 
them to be. The Captain, perceived by the management to be the 
most expensive item on the balance sheet, is viewed as either a 

Relationship  
Gone souR

by Captain S.R. SwaRup

While it is true that managements love to hate pilots, it is also true that the onus rests 
on pilots to see the writing on the wall and apply their collective mind to manage the 

management. A healthy relationship between pilots and the management is extremely 
desirable and contributes to harmonious work culture and safer cockpits.

Air safety and profitability are 
as much a responsibility of the 

management as it is of the pilots
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‘value additive’ or a ‘cost additive’. As is the case in most of the air-
lines with red bottom lines, the Captain is regarded as the cause of 
all miseries. Not an admirable picture. This is only the beginning 
of the shocking introduction of the organisation to the pilot.

To the ground staff, the Captain appears as a nitpicking 
fusspot, while the mechanics regard him as an overpaid, under-
worked moron. The cabin crew perceives the Captain as a lecher-
ous, difficult-to-please, demanding, growling hound while his own 
young co-pilot (or First Officer) sees him as one who knows and 
does little for a living but takes all the credit. Lastly, the poster also 
depicts the Captain looking at himself as the mule bearing the bur-
den with his working colleagues bereft of gratitude. Not a pretty 
picture and certainly not a great welcome to a new pilot. But then 
it is a profound lesson in crew resource management (CRM).

Unfortunately, the ground realities are not too far removed 
from what the cartoons on the poster depict. While it is true that 
managements love to hate pilots, it is also true that the onus rests 
on pilots to see the writing on the wall and apply their collective 
mind to manage the management. End of the day, this is a vital 
prerequisite for survival. A healthy relationship between pilots 
and the management is extremely desirable and contributes to 
harmonious work culture and safer cockpits. This is true of avia-
tion organisations the world over but least understood by both 
the parties concerned. Unfortunately, managing managements is 
not a part of pilot training.

PercePtion of the ManageMent. To begin with, 
managements generally have little or no exposure to aviation or 
the pilot community. There is also lack of interaction between the 
pilots and the management because of the nature of their work 
schedule. Managements generally work “9 a.m. to 9 p.m.” while pi-
lots are on the other side of the clock. Besides, their workstations 
are not collocated. On the rare occasions when the two aliens do 
meet, interaction begins with a complaint and ends with a grouse, 
not entirely a pleasant experience. The management generally 
does not look forward to another meeting especially as every 
such encounter with pilots leads to  substantial outflow of funds.

the Way ahead. Both the management as well as the pi-
lot fraternity need to mutually empathise while transacting. One 
needs to identify and remove reasons for mutual suspicion. Un-
derstanding the environment that both have to operate in will en-
able them to articulate their points of view without hurting each 
other’s sensitivities. For example, a request for night vision glasses 
by a pilot will appear to the management as not only unnecessary 
and expensive but outrageous as well. The manager, who attends 
office only during the day, has little or no idea of the work environ-
ment at night. If the management had an opportunity to fly a ten-
hour trip with the crew departing at midnight and arriving late 
morning, they would have no problem in visualising the necessity 

of such a demand. Simply put, both would understand that they 
are playing on the same side. And this is what CRM is all about.

Then how does the pilot go about achieving this state? The 
secret is to convince the management that he is dealing with 
an ally and not an opponent. The management should have no 
reason to perceive any threat from pilots. It is important that the 
pilots invite the management to fly with them, share their inse-
curities and concerns, see them walk out with red eyes and gas 
filled tummies, handle tantrums of passengers and last but not 
the least, give them a taste of the infamous airline cuisine. This 
will go a long way in fostering mutual trust and understanding. 
The management will hopefully realise that the pilot is not the 
demon as visualised by the organisation.

creW resource ManageMent (crM). The ex-
pression CRM is generally alien to managements, and pilots do 
not see the requirement to educate them in this discipline. Few 
in the aviation industry recognise the fact that the management 
is at the apex of the CRM chain. The pilot fraternity believes that 
CRM begins and ends with pilots and is confined to the cockpit. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. CRM ought to flow from 
the top management to the pilot who is the final link in this chain. 
To understand and appreciate this fact is half the battle won. Pi-
lots need to work towards weaving their managements into the 
fabric of CRM, the resultant benefits of which would be dispro-
portionately high. It may be advisable to have the management 
attend refresher courses in CRM along with the crew. On the face 
of it, the mere suggestion may sound ridiculous to the manage-
ment, if not downright blasphemous.

susPicions and insecurities. It is impractical if the 
management paints a canvas different from the pilots. Air safety 
and profitability are as much a responsibility of the management 
as it is of the pilots. At present, for every problem projected by 
pilots, the management turns to the rule book for a solution that 
generally appears bizarre to pilots. It often happens that in such 
situations, pilots are on a different page or are searching for so-
lutions in the wrong book. For instance, when a patient goes to 
a doctor with a cold, the doctor gives him a prescription. The 
moment he comes to know that the patient is a pilot; he either 
changes the prescription or refers him to an aviation medicine 
specialist. Take for instance catering onboard the aircraft. A par-
ticular management could not perceive why the crew was not 
happy with vada pav from the neighbouring dhaba. They could 
never fathom the need for two separate meals for the two pilots. 
Furthermore, it was difficult for them to comprehend that the 
meals needed to be specially packed to survive 12 hours to ob-
viate the possibility of food poisoning during the flight; a small 
price to pay for the safety and security of their precious cargo. Had 
the management been well integrated into aviation operations, it 
would have had a better understanding of the situation. The solu-
tion would have come from the correct manuals. A good idea in 
this respect is to familiarise the management with the operating 
manuals. This is where the dual role of a Chief Pilot is important. 
He not only represents the pilots before the management but is 
also the face of the latter before the former. Hence, the choice 
of the Chief Pilot is crucial for the successful management of an 
aviation outfit. A Chief Pilot needs to be well-versed in diplomacy 
as well as enjoy the confidence of pilots; one who can ensure the 
harmonious relationship between the two professional groups.

The compensation package is always a sore point in the relation-

the coMPensation Package 
is alWays a sore Point in the 
relationshiP betWeen Pilots and 
the ManageMent With disPutes 
over it often generating 
aniMosities
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ship between pilots and the management with disputes over it often 
generating animosities. There is little doubt about the salaries the pi-
lots deserve, at least in their minds. But on paper, the compensation 
package appears disproportionate to their qualifications especially 
when compared with the highly qualified management honcho who 
fails to comprehend what makes the pilot so distinguished. His pre-
cious qualifications do not give him the vision to see the blood, sweat, 
tears and years which go into the making of a pilot. Here is where 
the diplomatic skills of the pilot assume importance. It would appear 
more acceptable to the highly qualified manager if a substantial por-
tion of the compensation package consists of perks as it would help 
keep the cash component low. Pilots need to factor in the compensa-
tion package or increments during the negotiation process. No won-
der then that every other member in the organisation is waiting to 
trip the pilot whenever the chance presents itself. Few managers are 
happy to see somebody less qualified than them getting a dispropor-
tionately higher salary.

transaction analysis. Good transaction analysis (TA) 
is important for cultivating a productive environment. A pilot 
who joins an industry at the tender age of 20 is not adept at TA 
skills. Here is where the role of a Chief Pilot in coordination with 
the HR department comes in. The pilot fraternity needs to be 
trained in TA skills and correct forms of communication. It needs 
to be ingrained in them that communication needs to be respect-
ful and appealing to the sensitivities of the management. Manag-
ers are always cost sensitive and hence aviation appears as a sore 
thumb in the balance sheet. Managers would like to get rid of it at 
the first opportunity and to this end; they have the tacit support 

of the shareholders. So pilots need to couch their demands. Every 
requirement needs to appear as essential for the safety of the pas-
senger and cost saving in the long run. It should never be stated 
as a demand. Putting it across as ‘this or nothing’ is like showing a 
red rag to a bull. And managers are just waiting for an opportunity 
for a showdown. Often pilots have a lot to contribute to the bad 
vibes in a set up. At times, pilots are also guilty of handing a stick 
to the management to beat them with.

loyalty and harMony. Loyalty towards one another as 
well as towards the entire pilot fraternity is an important prereq-
uisite for pilots taking care not to indulge in loose talk with the 
management about activities in the cockpit or about the short-
comings of other crew members, or, comment on their skills and 
knowledge in an attempt to win the confidence of the manage-
ment. Apart from vitiating the atmosphere and shattering mutual 
confidence amongst the pilot fraternity, such conduct could be 
exploited by the management to perpetuate a ‘divide and rule’ 
policy striking at the very foundation of CRM. Every flight is not 
perfect. A successful flight is a result of 100 per cent contribution 
from all crew members. And there may still be a few drawbacks. 
Issues, if any, need to be settled during post-flight debriefs or 
brought to the notice of the Chief Pilot who would be in a bet-
ter position to handle such cases. Loose talk, even if inadvertent, 
could cause irreparable damage. What happens in the cockpit 
should remain inside the cockpit. It is in the interest of the pilots 
that they and the aircraft continue to remain an enigma to the 
management, at least in this respect.

Good teamwork founded on trust and aided by high levels of 
CRM is a force multiplier, an asset that pilots need to carefully 
preserve and nurture. To resort to resignation or strike at the drop 
of a hat is undesirable for the industry. A high rate of attrition 
is not in the interest of both pilots and managers. To maintain a 
healthy, harmonious relationship devoid of animosity, should be 
the goal. After all, profit is the name of the game. SP

good teaMWork founded on 
trust and aided by high levels 
of crM is a force MultiPlier

a Pilot on hiS job: 
Conducting pre flight 
checkings 
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O
n OctOber 24, 2011, the four-hour 
flight to Imam Khomeini International Airport 
(IKA) from Moscow on Iran Air Flight 743, a 
Boeing 727-200, with 113 on-board and Captain 
Hooshang Shabazi in command, was nearing its 
destination. All was normal with the flight till the 
aircraft was at 9,000 feet, 25 nautical miles from 

the runway on approach for a landing when Captain Shabazi, the 
pilot in command, asked for the gear to be extended. The First 
Officer complied with the instructions but the undercarriage po-

sition lights in the cockpit indicated that while the main landing 
gear was down and locked, the nose gear warning light remained 
on, indicative of a problem. With the time available, the crew re-
cycled the gear twice but there was no change in the cockpit indi-
cation of the position of the nose gear. Captain Shabazi discontin-
ued the approach and flew at a low height over the airfield. The 
ATC and maintenance personnel on the ground confirmed his 
worst fears—the nose landing gear was, in fact, retracted. There 
was an emergency on hand that Captain Shabazi had never expe-
rienced before.

by Vasuki Prasad

The experience of the crew on Iran Air 743 has lessons for the whole aviation 
community. The pilot in command displayed exceptional management skills in leveraging 
the attitude, behaviour, experience and technical skills enabling group decision on the 

best course of action. The orderly and speedy evacuation without injury to any passenger 
is an eloquent commentary on the CRM displayed by the cabin crew.

Learning from Crisis

727 on the runway
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The crew of Iran Air’s 727 carry out simulator training at 
Kuala Lumpur where emergency drills are practised. However, 
emergencies considered ‘remote’ such as partial gear-up land-
ings, are practised only once every three years. However, the par-
tial gear-down situations on the simulator cover only the main 
landing gear. Landing with the nose gear stuck in the retracted 
position was something Captain Shabazi was not prepared for. 
Assisting Captain Shabazi were Captain Aghdaie and Flight En-
gineer Drakhshande. Having established the aircraft in holding 
pattern over the VOR beacon, the crew went through the emer-
gency checklist and the quick reference manual. Giving one last 
try at the gear, the crew attempted a gravity-gear extension. The 
main landing gear extended but the nose gear failed to extend. 
This was confirmed by Dra-
khshande through a viewer in 
the cockpit to check the posi-
tion of the nose gear.

Handling tHe emer-
gency. Captain Shabazi 
and his crew considered their 
options. They had to land the 
aircraft without the nose gear 
but the question was at which 
airfield. Landing at IKA was 
fraught with implications. Al-
though firefighting facilities 
were available, though rudi-
mentary, as one of the run-
ways at IKA was closed for 
repairs, a landing there would 
render the airfield non-opera-
tional, affecting the numerous 
international flights that ser-
vice Tehran. The alternative 
was Mehrabad International 
Airport (MIA) located 18 
nautical miles from IKA. This 
airfield had better firefighting 
facilities and being the home 
base for Iran Air had better 
maintenance facilities to offer. 
Besides, MIA had two opera-
tional runways. This airfield 
was thus the preferred option 
for the Captain and his crew.

As the aircraft was main-
tained in the hold to burn off excess fuel to reduce the impact of 
fire, thoughts were flashing across the Captain’s mind. What if the 
aircraft veered out of control on touchdown? What if the aircraft 
exploded into a fireball on the runway? What if things did not go 
as planned? Despite these thoughts, Captain Shabazi maintained 
his cool. 

Checklist completed, actions discussed as a part of crew re-
source management (CRM) and a prayer on his lips, Shabazi ex-
ited the hold heading for the feat he was mentally preparing him-
self for—landing on the 13,248-feet runway with the nose wheel 
retracted. As the aircraft approached the touchdown point, the 
passengers and crew braced themselves for the emergency land-
ing. The touchdown on the main wheels was gentle and before 
losing elevator authority, at about 60 knots indicated airspeed, 

Captain Shabazi gently lowered the nose of the aircraft on to the 
runway. With just 60 knots to lose, the nose did not scrape the 
runway for long. Using differential braking, he maintained the  
aircraft on the centreline.

As soon as the aircraft came to a stop, the engines were shut-
down and evacuation initiated. Within 33 seconds of receiving 
command from the flight deck, the passengers exited the air-
craft without any confusion and no injury to anyone. Fire trucks 
sprayed foam on the lower portion of the nose of the aircraft that 
had contacted the runway surface. And then Captain Shabazi saw 
what he dreaded most, smoke in the cockpit.

Mercifully, there was no fireball as feared but only smoke 
which was due to the friction of the aircraft skin against the 

runway. Later inspection of the aircraft revealed that other than 
damage to a small area of the skin that came in contact with the 

tHe HigHly prOfessiOnal 
apprOacH in Handling tHe 
emergency and sOund 
judgement backed by vast 
experience, saved tHe day fOr 
iran air 743

A view of the runway 
during fog; A damaged 

nose gear (Right)
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ground, the airframe was intact. In fact, the aircraft was back on 
the line in a week after the episode. Captain Shabazi had indeed 
executed a commendable feat on Iran Air 743.

reflectiOns. The experience of the crew on Iran Air 743 has 
lessons for the whole aviation community. First and foremost is 
CRM  that addresses communication amongst crew members, 
group decision-making, leadership, attitudes, behaviour, and 
management. With a common language and culture, the fun-
damental requirement of communication amongst the crew of 
Iran Air 743 was met. The most notable behaviour of the crew 
was to maintain exemplary composure. Absence of ego, especially 
amongst the senior members of the crew, paved the way for ef-
fective decision-making and teamwork. Every member of the 
crew was a leader in his own way by staying ahead of the other 
crew members and the aircraft. The pilot in command displayed 
exceptional management skills in leveraging the attitude, be-
haviour, experience and technical skills enabling group decision 

on the best course of action. The orderly and speedy evacuation 
without injury to any passenger is an eloquent commentary on 
the CRM displayed by the cabin crew.

Second is the experience level of the crew and their technical 
skills that are prerequisites for effective CRM. With a combined 
total flying experience of the crew of Iran Air 743 exceeding 30,000 
hours and the training imparted at Iran Air that Captain Shabazi 
is proud of, the vital ingredients for a successful emergency land-
ing, were undoubtedly present. In Captain Shabazi’s opinion, 
“Airlines must spend on training.” In fact, Captain Shabazi has at-
tended several reputed professional aviation courses all over the 
world including a few offered by the ICAO. A firm believer in train-
ing, he does not allow the four stripes on his shoulders to quench 

his thirst for knowledge and 
exposure. He also does not 
believe in blindly following a 
standard operating procedure 
(SOP). Iran Air SOP calls for a 
flap at 30 degrees landing, but 
he chose flaps to 40 degrees, as 
in his view, “It gave me a much 
lower approach speed.” Sound 
judgement, strong technical 
skills and rigorous training—
all contributed to the success-
ful handling of the emergency.

Quality Of training: 
a critical need. It has 
been observed by airlines that 
while practising training for 
emergencies during simulator 
sessions, the crew overreact or 
get unduly anxious and even 
begin to hyper-ventilate—a 
sure recipe for disaster. Hence 
airlines need a well-defined 
system to identify such crew 
and take appropriate action 
to prevent weaknesses from 
infiltrating the system. One 
nervous crew member can 
seriously impinge on and de-
grade CRM. This is particular-
ly hazardous in a two-mem-
ber crew cockpit. Simulator 
instructors generally do not 

analyse the underlying causes of poor performance and only re-
cord inadequacies in performance. Under these circumstances, 
extended training also does not help as the basic psychological 
problem remains unaddressed.

The other widespread concern in the industry is the qual-
ity and relevance of the training imparted by the airline which 
directly impacts technical competence and preparedness of the 
crew. The crash of Air France 447 in 2009 raised serious ques-
tions on the training imparted to its line crew and the level of 
competence achieved. In the case of Iran Air 743, the crew were 
totally unprepared for a landing with nose gear retracted. How-
ever, the  highly professional approach in handling the emergency 
and sound judgement backed by vast experience saved the day 
for Iran Air 743. SP

absence Of egO, especially 
amOngst tHe seniOr members 
Of tHe crew, paves tHe way fOr 
effective decisiOn-making and 
teamwOrk
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Air TrAnsporT Helicopters

F
rom the time the first civil helicopter took 
to the skies in India in November 1953 up to1986, 
commercial employment of helicopters in India was 
limited to small aviation companies such as Cam-
bata Aviation and Bharat Air. These were basically 
involved in communications and crop spraying. The 
growth of the civil helicopter fleet in the early years 

was modest. The first real impetus to the civil helicopter industry 
was provided in 1986 by the formation of the Helicopter Corpora-
tion of India, which later came to be known as Pawan Hans Heli-
copters Ltd (PHHL).

It was only after 2004 that the industry recorded a double digit 
growth. Today, there are approximately 278 civil registered heli-
copters in the country, with about 70 commercial operators and 
36 maintenance organisations. However, this number is woefully 
inadequate when compared to the number of civil helicopters seen 
worldwide. As per the data available, helicopters in India account 
for less than one per cent of the global civil helicopters (34,000).

CommerCial ProsPeCts. Global statistics indicate that 
40 per cent of the civil helicopter fleet is used for corporate aviation, 
29 per cent for emergency medical services and law enforcement, 16 
per cent for offshore operations, and the remaining for operations in 

heli-tourism, adventure sports and aerial surveys. A point worth not-
ing is that while 29 per cent of helicopters worldwide are employed 
for law enforcement and emergency medical services (EMS), these 
roles are practically non-existent in India. Currently, a majority of the 
civil helicopters here are used in the energy sector, both onshore and 
offshore, with the remaining being employed for communications, 
corporate use, heli/religious tourism, elections and surveys.

oFFshore oPerations. Driven by the burgeoning demand 
for energy and the ever-increasing price of crude oil, there has been 
hectic increase in offshore oil exploration in recent times. Stake-
holders are today prepared to commit large investments in offshore 
exploration and production pushing into deep sea areas so far un-
touched. Helicopters are an integral part of and critical to such op-
erations as they are the umbilical cords to offshore platforms. In all, 
helicopters employed in offshore operatio ns worldwide account for 
a million flying hours a year. In India, currently there are about 40 he-
licopters employed in the offshore sector both on the Western and 
Eastern coasts. These account for over 75 per cent of the total flying 
hours logged by the civil helicopter fleet in the country. As oil explo-
ration moves further offshore, the demand for modern helicopters 
with better range and advanced safety features is bound to witness 
a marked increase.

by B.S. Pawar

Helicopters in India account for less than one per cent of the number available globally. 
Worldwide, while 29 per cent of helicopters are employed for law enforcement and 

HEMS, these roles are practically non-existent in India. A majority of helicopters here are 
used in the energy sector and the remaining employed for communications, corporate 

use, heli/religious tourism, elections and surveys.

Scanty numberS

Eurocopter’s 1000th  Dauphin 
helicopter is now with pawan 

Hans  Helicopters 
oss Air’s AW119 Koala helicopter 

displayed at Aero india 2009
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Air TrAnsporT Helicopters

heli-tourism. India’s diverse 
culture and geographic spread 
coupled with a rich flora, fauna 
and wildlife, make it one of the top 
adventure tourism destinations in 
the world. The use of helicopters 
is convenient and saves time for 
people travelling to remote and 
mountainous destinations. This 
has led to an increase in demand 
for civil helicopters. Helicopter 
operators such as Deccan Avia-
tion, Global Vectra and PHHL are 
already providing heli-tourism 
packages in the North, South and 
Eastern parts of the country. Although the tour-
ism sector offers further scope for growth of 
helicopters, their numbers have not increased 
proportionately.  

Similarly, India is a destination of great interest to religious 
tourists. Journey to Badrinath, Kedarnath, Katra-Vaishno Devi 
and Amarnath which was difficult and time-consuming ear-
lier has now been made easier through heli-pilgrimage services. 
On account of the emerging popularity of religious tourism, the 
Ministries of Civil Aviation and Tourism held a national seminar 
on heli-tourism in October 2008 to deliberate on steps to boost 
heli-tourism in India. The main emphasis was on encouraging 
heli-tourism and providing necessary support to all operators by 
clearing the bottlenecks, identifying profitable circuits and creat-
ing suitable infrastructure in the areas identified.

shuttle serviCes. The requirement for helicopters for 
shuttle services is also growing in the Northeast due to the nature 
of terrain and the rigorous road journeys involved. A number of 
commercial operators are already providing services on contrac-
tual basis in the North-eastern states such as Arunachal Pradesh, 
Sikkim, Meghalaya, Tripura and Nagaland. In fact, helicopters are 
also providing inter-island transportation for Andaman & Nicobar 
and Lakshadweep for administration as well as tourism promotion. 
With a number of international airports located far away from the 
centre in cities like Bangalore, Hyderabad, Chennai and Shimla, 
heli-shuttle requirements are bound to see a rapid increase.

heliCoPter emergenCy mediCal serviCes 
(hems). Medical attention within the golden hour increases the 
chances of a patient’s survival and recovery. A helicopter equipped 
with emergency medical equipment along with a qualified medic can 
play a crucial role. While this concept is widely prevalent in the West, 
in India it is yet to take-off. The HEMS concept is a necessity and 
is likely to be implemented soon. ONGC is the only organisation in 
India which has converted its Dauphin helicopter for HEMS role in 
Bombay High.  After a seminar held in Bangalore in November 2010, 
it was decided to introduce the HEMS concept first in remote and 
mountainous areas with the support of the concerned state govern-
ments. To encourage this concept, there is a requirement by the gov-
ernment to offer subsidies in order to reduce the cost of operations.

disaster management. Since the early 1960s, armed 
forces helicopters have rendered yeoman service in the manage-
ment of disasters such as floods and earthquakes. In September 
this year, the earthquake in Sikkim saw for the first time civil he-

licopters taking part in the relief 
and rescue operations alongside 
the armed forces helicopters. In the 
integrated effort for disaster man-
agement, civil helicopters available 
in the particular state should be in-
cluded in the planning process for 
relief operations. These helicopters 
suitably equipped/modified can ef-
fectively supplement the efforts un-
dertaken by the armed forces.

Future trends. As per re-
ports, the rotorcraft industry in In-
dia is poised to grow at the rate of 

10 to 12 per cent annually. The usage of helicop-
ters in the energy sector, especially in the offshore 
sector, is likely to double in the coming years. Ma-
jor helicopter operators are expanding their fleets 

to meet the increased demand for  corporate and leisure travel. 
Development of infrastructure in metros for helicopter operations 
is likely to see a boost in terms of heliports, roof-top helipads and 
heli-corridors. The government is considering inviting 100 per cent 
foreign direct investment (FDI) in setting up helicopter services in 
India. This will be a positive step to enhance commercial employ-
ment of helicopters. The use of helicopters for public good is likely 
to increase substantially especially in respect of HEMS, airborne 
law enforcement, disaster management as well as transportation 
in remote areas. The use of civil helicopters for law enforcement in 
anti-Naxal operations is already a reality and which is here to stay. 
There is also a vast scope for using suitably equipped helicopters 
for firefighting especially in high-rise buildings in metros. Power line 
washing is another area where helicopters can play a vital role. This 
can pay rich dividends by way of reduction in transmission losses. 
The concept has already been tried out in India by the Power Grid 
Corporation with PHHL, and is likely to pick up in the future.

Problem areas. The rising costs of aviation turbine fuel 
(ATF), customs duty for import of helicopters/spares and appli-
cation of fixed-wing air traffic rules to helicopters have stymied 
the growth of civil helicopter industry to a large extent. Lack of 
infrastructure is another major problem. While the scope of op-
erations and utilisation for commercial helicopters is vast, the 
requisite infrastructure is almost non-existent both in the metros 
and remote areas. With the civil helicopter industry expanding, 
the demand for pilots is increasing. While 80 per cent of the pilots 
are from the armed forces, there is a need to enhance training 
facilities to get  pilots from among civilians.

The biggest bottleneck appears to be the applicability of 
fixed-wing regulations to helicopter operations. Fortunately, 
based on the recommendations of the Parliamentary Commit-
tee on Aviation, the requirement for looking into helicopter 
operations in a  holistic manner is being pursued on fast track. 
There is a need for clearing regulatory bottlenecks faced by the 
industry to enhance growth and facilitate operations. As a first 
step, it has been decided to have separate corridors for opera-
tion of helicopters in Delhi and Mumbai airspace. This will en-
hance safety as well as efficiency and capacity for helicopter 
operations. Despite the impediments, on account of its terrain 
and size, India offers phenomenal potential for usage of civil he-
licopters for public good. sp

Deccan Aviation is providing 
heli-tourism packages in 

the remote and hilly areas
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I
ndIa’s commercIal avIatIon Industry 
should be the envy of the world. Passenger numbers have 
surged 19 per cent last year, the highest rate globally. Yet in a 
strange paradox, the airlines are bleeding. Air India is lurch-
ing from crisis to crisis and would have folded up long ago 
but for periodic infusion of funds by the government at the 
expense of the hapless taxpayer. Not half as lucky is King-

fisher Airlines which is in dire straits. Jet Airways and SpiceJet are 
also showing signs of financial stress.

According to the Associated Chambers of Commerce and 
Industry of India (ASSOCHAM), the airlines’ losses are mount-
ing because more than a third of their operating costs are on ac-
count of aviation turbine fuel (ATF), a heavily taxed commodity. 
But other factors are also at play here. The country’s carriers are 
in a suicidal race to the bottom because of cut-throat competi-

tion. The latest price war was triggered by Air India which itself 
is immunised from the consequences of its folly. The airlines also 
pay heavily for maintenance, repair and overhaul (MRO) services 
abroad which should rightly have been done domestically at far 
lower cost and with significant saving of turnaround time. After 
ATF and staff, maintenance is the biggest item of the operating 
cost of an airline, amounting to as much as 15 per cent. New and 
bigger domestic MROs are urgently needed to reduce the burden. 

Wanted: mros. Why hasn’t India’s MRO sector been in sync 
with the boom in aviation? From 2004 to 2007, the airline industry 
grew at a scorching pace. Domestic carriers placed orders for hun-
dreds of new airliners and the MRO operators seemed eager to set 
up shop. But when the downturn came, their enthusiasm waned. 
Even today, except for line maintenance, most airlines are forced to 

by Joseph NoroNha

The hurdles facing the MRO industry are not insurmountable. However, growth cannot be 
taken for granted. Once high class and competitively priced MRO services are available in 
the country, a lucrative export market should open up providing India a great opportunity 

to emerge as a major MRO hub in the region.

Get Your Act toGether

Air Works is the only sizeable  MRO in 
India. Others operate on a small scale. 
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send their aircraft for servicing to the Gulf or South East Asia—more 
than five hours’ flying time each way—or other countries that have 
advanced MRO facilities in the process shelling out around $700 
million (`3,500 crore) annually. Only Air India has certified capability 
for carrying out airframe heavy maintenance checks on its planes.

Yet the number of aircraft in the country, both civil and mili-
tary, is growing apace. This means there is huge potential for 
MRO facilities. India’s scheduled airlines have about 400 aircraft 
now and according to the Centre for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA), 
the figure is projected to rise to more than 1,000 by 2020. The fleet 
of general aviation aircraft is likely to increase even faster from 
680 today to more than 2,000 by 2020. All the more reason why 
there should be a strong and vibrant domestic MRO industry.

MRO is subdivided into four categories: airframe heavy main-
tenance, engine overhaul, component MRO and line mainte-
nance. The major markets in terms of value are expected to be 
engine overhaul (30 to 35 per cent), airframes (20 to 25 per cent), 
component (20 to 25 per cent) and line maintenance (20 to 25 per 
cent). India is uniquely placed to become a regional MRO hub. 
Apart from geographical location, it offers many advantages as 
an MRO hub, especially the availability of skilled personnel at 
lower costs. Labour costs in India are just $30 (`1,500) per man-
hour, compared to around $60 (`3,000) in South East Asia and 
the Middle East and much more in the US and Europe. Other fa-
vourable factors include liberalised civil aviation policies, a strong 
domestic manufacturing base and specialist capabilities. That is 
why CAPA estimates that the Indian MRO market will grow from 
approximately $800 million (`4,000 crore) today to more than $2 
billion (`10,000 crore) by 2020.

FeW and Far BetWeen. India’s MRO sector is itself in 
need of a major overhaul. The country has a few independent 
MRO service providers but most of them operate on a small scale. 
Mumbai-based Air Works is the only sizeable one. Air Works, 
which began in April 1951 as a small enterprise providing main-
tenance services to business aircraft, is now a sprawling organisa-
tion that offers a full suite of services for aircraft maintenance and 
aircraft painting to more than 100 customers at 12 locations. It 
currently maintains 42 business and commercial aircraft types in 
India under the DGCA approval. It is India’s first independent air-
line MRO with approvals from European Aviation Safety Agency 
(EASA), Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) and Gen-
eral Civil Aviation Authority (GCAA) for Airbus A320 series, Boe-
ing B737 Classic/NG, and ATR 42/72 family of aircraft. Through 
its UK-based Air Livery subsidiary, Air Works is one of the world’s 
largest providers of aircraft painting services and large-scale re-
branding programmes.

Air India has in-house maintenance facilities in Hyderabad 
and Delhi. Boeing has also commenced the construction of its 
much-awaited $100 million (`500 crore) MRO depot at Mihan 
Special Economic Zone (SEZ), Nagpur. However, once the MRO 
is ready towards the end of the year, Air India will probably run it. 
It could offer MRO services to other airlines as well. Airbus may 
also set up its own MRO facility in Nagpur, as part of an emerging 
international aviation hub. Meanwhile, the Cochin International 
Airport Ltd is seeking a suitable partner to provide maintenance 
facilities for narrow-body aircraft and business jets. Recently 
launched is the MAS-GMR Aerospace Engineering Corporation 
Ltd, a 50:50 joint venture between Malaysian Aerospace Engineer-
ing and GMR Hyderabad International Airport Ltd. Located in the 
Hyderabad SEZ, it is a third-party airframe MRO facility, claimed 

to be the first of its kind on this scale in India. It has a wide-body 
hangar, a narrow-body hangar with three bays and another paint-
cum-narrow-body hangar with associated workshops.

challenges galore. The MRO industry faces many 
problems none of which are likely to go away in a hurry. Taxes, 
the biggest bugbear, are stifling development and growth. MRO 
facilities are subject to 10.3 per cent service tax. Although there is 
no import duty for foreign MRO companies sourcing components 
from overseas suppliers, domestic operators have to pay import 
duty of 30 to 40 per cent. In addition, there will be 18.5 per cent 
minimum alternative tax (MAT) on aerospace SEZs that are be-
ing set up at some places including Nagpur, Belgaum and Hyder-
abad. It has been estimated that taxes and other duties escalate 
the cost of an engine C-check by as much as 43 per cent. Indian 
MROs will find it difficult to compete with MROs in practically 
tax-free Dubai and Singapore.

Indian carriers themselves seem to lack a long-term perspec-
tive. Wrestling with day-to-day survival, they are not keen to invest 
in tooling and equipment and setting up of maintenance facilities 
that have a long break-even period. Metro airports lack space to 
build MRO facilities and what little space is available, comes at a 
prohibitive cost. MRO units ideally should be located alongside air-
ports but the land acquisition process is complicated unless airport 
planning itself includes land for MROs. Exorbitant aircraft handling 
charges and landing fees also add to the total bill. Smaller airports 
have a different problem—they lack specialised infrastructure such 
as painting hangars, landing gear retraction and check bays inevi-
tably leading to costs and turnaround time overruns.

The success of MRO operations hinges largely on the easy 
availability of skilled labour. But airlines and MROs are often 
short of servicing staff, especially type-rated ones. This is mainly 
due to insufficient training institutes in the country. There is also 
high attrition of personnel due to the growth of MRO facilities 
in the Middle East and Far East. They offer salaries that domes-
tic MROs cannot match. Indian faces are easy to spot at MRO 
facilities across Asia. Another major issue is the non-availability 
of globally recognised certifications from the Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA) or the European Aviation Safety Agency 
(EASA). The DGCA should set up its own equivalent certification 
process. The government could also help by formulating a suit-
able MRO policy. It needs to recognise the enormous potential of 
the MRO industry and assist its establishment rather than killing 
the golden goose with burdensome taxes.

The hurdles facing the MRO industry are not insurmountable. 
However, growth cannot be taken for granted. Creating world-
class MRO facilities requires huge investments in infrastructure, 
technology and training. For that, the airline industry should first 
get its act together. Healthy competition will also galvanise the 
market. Once high class and competitively priced MRO services 
are available in the country, a lucrative export market should 
open up providing India a great opportunity to emerge as a major 
MRO hub in the region. SP

creatIng World-class mro 
FacIlItIes requIres huge 
Investments In InFrastructure, 
technology and traInIng
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S
ince they entered the Indian market 
in 1999, ATRs have consolidated themselves as the 
most popular turboprop aircraft among regional car-
riers in India. With about 60 aircraft operating in the 
country, the European turboprop manufacturer is to-
day the privileged partner for Indian regional market 
development with aircraft under liveries of Jet Air-

ways, Kingfisher Airlines, Deccan 360, Air India and Quikjet. These 
aircraft produce more than 10,000 monthly flights which represent 
more than 80 per cent of the total movements of aircraft below 100 
seats flying in the country. Meanwhile, its direct turboprop competi-
tor had more difficulties to enter  the market and will only count, by 
the end 2012, 15 Dash 8 Q-400s operated by a single airline—SpiceJet.

ATR’s leadership in the regional market has been confirmed 
worldwide with an exceptional year in 2011: 157 firm orders and 
79 options, while Bombardier got less than 10 orders for the Q400, 
setting the new sales record of the manufacturer since the launch 
of the programme. This outstanding commercial result underlines 
also the success of its new ATR-600 series, which is another mile-
stone in the continuous development of ATR product. And this 
success is strengthened by renowned lessors’ significant orders 
demonstrating unanimously their confidence in ATR 72-600 ver-
sus its competitor. So what are the reasons of this success? Some 
answers are given below to explain why regional carriers, as in In-
dia, have mostly voted for ATR to develop their regional traffic.

comfort: Space, appeal and QuietneSS. ATR 
aircraft benefit from the largest cross section among regional tur-
boprops, with 23 centimetres wider floor and six centimetres wider 
aisle than its main competitor, the Bombardier Dash 8 Q-400. ATR’s 
available space per passenger (on a 4-breast configuration) is even 
comparable to the one offered by single aisle aircraft (with six-breast 
configuration), thus providing the same level of comfort for connect-
ing passengers. In addition, the new ATR-600 series cabin, designed 
by Italian design house Giugiaro, feature new light and slim seats 
with improved life space and additional legroom, new stylish PSU 
panels and modern LED lighting. This new cabin, named “Armonia”, 
benefits also from wider overhead bins which are able to carry big-
ger roller bags than any other turboprop aircraft. In addition, like the 
-500 series, the ATR-600 series offers a very quiet cabin thanks to its 
built-in acoustic treatment with stiffened frames and dynamic vibra-
tion absorbers. The main advantages of this system compared to the 
Bombardier Q400 complex ANVS system are 100 per cent reliabil-
ity, maintenance free, constant performance over time for a similar 
noise level reduction.

State-of-the-art technology. The new generation 
ATR -600 series (recently EASA-certified regional aircraft), feature 
the most technologically advanced glass cockpit, developed by 
Thales and inspired on the avionics of A380. This most modern 
avionics suite results in substantial reduction of pilot stress and 

by SP’S CorreSPondent

With about 60 aircraft operating in the country, the European turboprop manufacturer 
ATR is today the privileged partner for Indian regional market development with aircraft 

under liveries of Jet Airways, Kingfisher Airlines, Deccan 360, Air India and Quikjet

The SucceSS STory

ATr has become the 
most popular turboprop 
aircraft among regional 
carriers in india 
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workload, better reliability, safety and operational improvements. 
The main differences with existing avionic suites are the exten-
sive use of automatic checklists, automatic system failure detec-
tion and pop up of appropriate procedures.

performanceS deSigned for a challenging 
environment. ATR-600 aircraft benefit from many advan-
tages of new standard Pratt & Whitney 127M engines, including 
a “boost” option to further enhance performance on hot and high 
environments, and RTO 100 per cent capabilities to get optimal 
performance on small runways. Compared to its competitor, the 
ATR 72 has better short runway capabilities thus enabling Indian 
operators to open new routes to remote underserved airports with 
poor infrastructure. 

economicS of atr 72. The main utilisation of regional 
aircraft in India consists in linking secondary airports and feed-
ing main hubs for medium- and long-haul operations. The average 
regional route in India is 240 nautical miles (nm), the optimum 
distance for ATR economics. Indeed, fuel efficiency and low main-
tenance costs are the main strengths of the ATRs. Indeed, on a 
typical regional route, the Dash 8 Q400 burns 40 per cent more 
fuel than ATR 72. This is particularly significant in India where fuel 
prices are probably the highest in the world. Thus with a fuel price 
of `55,000/KL ($4.15/ US gal), this leads to an additional fuel bill 
for the Q400 of `20.000 ($400) per flight or $1.2 million (`6 crore) 
per year per aircraft. The weight related charges also favour the 
ATR 72 against the Q400. Bombardier’s Q-400 weight is some 30 
per cent higher than ATR’s (30 tonnes versus 23 tonnes), which 
has a clear impact on radio navigation charges (RNFC), terminal 
charges (TNLC) and landing charges which are all linked to the 
maximum take-off weight of the aircraft. Therefore, without con-
sidering the acquisition costs (list price of the ATR 72 is less ex-
pensive than Dash 8 Q400), the 78-seater Dash 8 Q400 has 25 per 
cent higher operating costs per trip than the 72-seat ATR 72 (15 
per cent higher operating cost per seat). The ATR 72 is the only 
aircraft today in the 70 seats category to match the cost per seat 
of Boeing and Airbus single aisle on short distance. This achieve-
ment is obviously one of the key reasons for ATR being a best seller 
in India and worldwide.

productivity and capacity. There is no doubt that 
compared to ATR 72, the Dash 8 Q400 flies faster and benefits 
from six extra seats. But do extra speed and extra capacity provide 
better productivity and higher revenues? In theory yes, but in a 
real world, it looks more difficult.

On the same typical 240 nm route, where Q400 burns 40 per 
cent more fuel than an ATR 72, the time difference is less than 10 
minutes. This does not result in a difference in number of daily rev-
enue flights if one considers the reality of network scheduling (in-
cluding the need to perform overnight stop at home base for flight 
scheduling or maintenance purposes). There are also operational 
constraints such as poor lighting infrastructure on some airports, 
curfews, etc, which inevitably drives airlines away from pure theory.

Compared to the ATR 72, the six extra seats of the Dash 8 Q400 
might provide extra revenues even if it is unlikely that those six ex-
tra seats will stimulate more traffic demand. But in a tough com-
petitive market where yields are low, it will be difficult to see the po-
tential extra passengers (maximum six passengers if 100 per cent 
of load factor) offset the significant difference in cost. Additional 
revenues are always “potential”, operating costs are always “real”.

ground handling. ATR 72 benefits from three cargo 
areas that can be loaded simultaneously for efficient baggage 
handling. With a lower sill height and a dedicated cargo door, 
baggage loading and offloading is easier done with the ATR 72. 
Indeed, ATR aircraft do not require any specific equipment while 
with higher sill height. Dash 8 Q400 will need a mobile ramp to 
load cargo. This may not be available in all remote airports and 
remains an extra investment for airline or handling companies. 

ATR does not require an auxiliary power unit (APU), like Bom-
bardier proposes as an option in their Q-400. The APU is a costly 
option that is expensive to maintain and has a significant weight 
which can lead to some weight and balance constraints. For 30 
years, ATR has been successfully generating additional power us-
ing “hotel-mode” with the right engine. As stated by engine manu-
facturer Pratt & Whitney Canada, the use of the hotel mode has 
strictly no impact on the engine life. In addition to its unrivaled per-
formance from short airfields where very often regional jet cannot 
operate, the low sill height of the ATR 72 and its hotel mode make it 
the most adapted aircraft to serve secondary and remote airports.

And ATR’s success extends through several cargo operations 
worldwide by major companies such as DHL, FEDEX and UPS, 
and in India, with Deccan 360 and Quikjet, underlining the strong 

residual value of the ATR aircraft for cargo operations. Through 
this outstanding versatility, ATR is a strong asset.

outStanding diSpatch reliability. Another key 
reason of ATR success is the outstanding dispatch reliability of 
the aircraft despite severe environment conditions. The average 
worldwide dispatch reliability of the ATR 72-500 is around 99.7 per 
cent, while delays for technical reasons on Q-400s are double. Even 
the ATR72-600, right from its entry into service recorded such level 
of reliability. And ATR is very concerned with maintaining this lev-
el of quality. And as a consequence of its success, has continuously 
developed strong support to operators. In India, ATR has a Cus-
tomer Support Centre in Bangalore, which will be soon coupled 
with new training facilities in town. ATR has also strongly worked 
on developing a large range of customer services, and has signed 
global maintenance agreements (GMAs) with all of its major In-
dian customers. As a sum up, the success of ATR in India, as in the 
rest of the world, is due to the combination of advanced technolo-
gies, passenger appeal and daily support to ensure smooth opera-
tions at optimal costs and unrivaled reliability. SP
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by B.K. Pandey

In the absence of willingness by the Central Government to reduce  
tax on ATF, it may not be reasonable to expect the states to  

acquiesce to suggestion in this regard by the MoCA

Fuelling Woes

Airlines hold high price of ATF as a major 
factor for their staggering losses
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Air TrAnsporT Fuel

T
he price of aviaTion turbine fuel (ATF) 
in a deregulated market in India has been rising 
steadily, in tandem with the price of crude in the 
international market. Compared to the other avia-
tion hubs in the region such as Dubai, Singapore, 
Kuala Lumpur and Bangkok, the price of ATF in 
India today is on an average 60 per cent higher. 

This is primarily due to the fact that over and above the Central 
taxes on ATF, individual states also impose their own taxes that 
are not uniform and in some cases are as high as 35 per cent. For 
an Indian carrier, the expenditure on ATF constitutes around 45 
to 50 per cent of total operating cost which compared with other 
nations, makes operating an airline in India relatively a more ex-
pensive business. Each time the price of ATF is revised upwards, 
it makes a bigger dent in the wafer thin margins at which Indian 
carriers currently operate. As a thumb rule, a 10 per cent increase 
in the price of ATF impacts operating cost by about four per cent. 

It is no secret that barring one, all Indian carriers have been in 
financial distress for some time with the national carrier Air India 
and Kingfisher Airlines in the lead. As per projections by the Cen-
tre for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA), collectively, the carriers are 
likely to lose up to $3 billion (`15,000 crore) in the fiscal year ending 
March this year. Airlines hold high price of ATF as a major factor 
contributing to these staggering losses. The situation had reached 
a point where the very survival of the industry was seriously threat-
ened. Not in a position to ignore the problem any longer, the gov-
ernment appears to be finally turning its attention to address the 
issue. This is evident in the slew of decisions taken recently by the 
government that will hopefully usher in profound changes and help 
the airline industry in India to survive.

The first major and long overdue step was acceptance by the 
government of the demand to permit foreign airlines to pick up 
stake in Indian carriers up to 49 per cent. This decision if finally 
cleared by the Cabinet will ease the immediate problem of funds 
that are not easily available from financial institutions in India. 
The announcement on the subject made by Ajit Singh, the Minis-
ter for Civil Aviation, after the meeting of the Group of Ministers 
(GoM) on February 7, 2012, sent airline stocks soaring even as the 
sensex was on a downslide.

The second step was clearance by the GoM on February 7, 
2012, of the proposal to allow Indian carriers to import fuel direct-
ly for their own use. The issue will soon be placed before the Cabi-
net for final clearance. Airlines have for long been lobbying with 
the government to introduce a tax regime common to all states 
across the nation pitched at a level that is reasonable. Facility to 
airlines to import fuel directly for their own needs will rid them of 
the liability of paying taxes to the states and literally kill two birds 
with one stone. While direct import of fuel by airlines is expected 
to reduce operating costs by an estimated 13 per cent, airlines 
would have to create infrastructure for storage at their operating 
locations as also their own transportation and refuelling systems. 
This will require considerable investment by airlines and dupli-
cation of infrastructure already existing with the oil companies. 

Deprived of revenue, the oil companies are unlikely to take the 
decision kindly and oblige the airlines in this regard. 

The airline industry has been clamouring for rationalising taxes 
and reduction of levies on ATF and has made a representation to 
the Prime Minister himself during a meeting with him. For years, 
the non-resident Indian (NRI) community in the Gulf has also been 
pressing for reduction in taxes on ATF imposed by the government 
of Kerala as it makes travel for Gulf-based NRIs by Indian carriers 
somewhat expensive. But beyond a vague assurance, there was 
been no corrective action. Unlike FDI by foreign airlines and direct 
import of fuel by Indian carriers wherein foreign agencies are in-
volved, the problem of high taxes on ATF is in the domestic regime 
and ought to be easier to handle. Quite surprisingly, it is the last one 
to be addressed by the Minister of Civil Aviation (MoCA).

Apparently rebuffed by the Ministry of Finance on suggestion 
to reduce Central taxes on ATF, Ajit Singh, the Union Minister 
for Civil Aviation has now urged the states to carry out a similar 
exercise. On their part, the states may be reluctant to give up a 
good source of easy revenue. However, what the states need to 
appreciate is that a reduction in tax would lower ATF prices and 
consequently enhance volume of business that would more than 
offset any loss on account of lower tax levels. However, in the ab-
sence of willingness by the Central Government to reduce tax on 
ATF, it may not be reasonable to expect the states to acquiesce to 
suggestion in this regard by the MoCA. Appeal by the MoCA for 
reduction in taxes on ATF by the states may fall on deaf ears and 
hence early reversal in the sinking fortunes of the airline industry 
may continue to remain a distant dream. SP
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A report on the finAnciAl audit by the Direc-
torate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) of the airlines in 
India submitted at the end of December 2011 indicates 
that overall the airlines are “sick” and requires urgent and 

drastic action to redeem the situation. Conducted at the behest 
of the Safety Advisory Council of the Ministry of Civil Aviation, 
audit by the DGCA highlights the fact that the financial distress 
amongst some of the airlines is so acute that it could have seri-
ous ramifications for air safety. As per the DGCA, the situation 
particularly in the case of Air India Express (AIE) and Kingfisher 
Airlines (KFA) was serious enough to warrant cancellation of their 
airline operator permit. Apart from AIE and KFA, the report has 
brought out issues with all the other 
Indian carriers as well. IndiGo, Spice-
Jet, Jet Airways, GoAir, Alliance Air and 
JetLite have been guilty of concealing 
incidents, are short of commanders, 
suffer from lack of proper training, 
there is absence of qualified safety of-
ficials and there is non-compliance of 
safety audits. Management of the air-
lines were summoned by the DGCA to 
be briefed on the audit report and have 
been directed to submit their plans for 
remedial action, indicating clear time-
lines for implementation.

Incidentally, this is not the first time 
that such an audit has been carried out 
by the DGCA. In 2009, under circum-
stances of economic downturn and 
worsening financial health of airlines, 
the DGCA carried out a survey of airlines 
through a questionnaire designed to as-
sess the extent of their financial plight 
and the possible impact on air safety. An 
intrusive follow-up inspection also revealed about 3,000 violations. 
Concerned about the state of affairs and the impact of reckless ex-
pansion in the preceding years on the capability of airlines to ensure 
quality and in turn air safety, the government made a vain attempt 
to apply brakes on their plans to acquire more aircraft especially by 
those carriers who were financially severely strained. But growth of 
the airline industry in India largely driven by the global aerospace 
majors, continued unabated with airlines placing large orders. While 
Air India had already placed orders for 111 aircraft, a mix of Boeing 
and Airbus, IndiGo was ahead in the race booking a single order for 
a staggering 180 Airbus aircraft. Meanwhile, cumulative losses con-
tinued to mount aggravating the financial distress for all the airlines. 
Grossly understaffed, the DGCA was clearly not in a position to sus-
tain effective follow up.

The situation in respect of the non-scheduled operator’s per-
mit (NSOP) holders as also business and general aviation segments 
was hardly any better. Driven by healthy economic growth prior to 
2009, these sectors also expanded rapidly with consequent dilution 
in quality, performance and safety standards. The NSOPs that be-
gan to emerge on the scene in 2005, were subjected to thorough 
inspection before issue of licence but thereafter, have not generally 
been exposed to surprise or periodical audits as frequently as they 
are expected to be to gauge their operating and safety standards. 
High profile accidents such as those involving Y.S.R. Reddy, Chief 
Minister of Andhra Pradesh and Dorjee Khandu, Chief Minister of 
Arunachal Pradesh, were manifestations of the malaise. The DGCA 

has now been confronted with allega-
tions of illegal operation of foreign regis-
tered business jets in India by corporate 
houses and high net-worth individuals 
thereby causing substantial loss to the 
exchequer by way of evasion of customs 
duty. The issue has been handed over to 
the Directorate of Revenue Intelligence 
for investigation.

Civil flying training has also been 
in the news for all the wrong reasons. 
After the fake licence scam unearthed 
in the beginning of last year, the DGCA 
carried out an audit of the 40-odd fly-
ing schools in the country. Of these, the 
33 registered as flying clubs are autho-
rised to impart flying training. Licenc-
es in respect of flying clubs at Juhu and 
Patiala have since been suspended.

The inadequacies, deviations, viola-
tions, non-compliance with safety regu-
lations in areas of operations, training, 
human resources, maintenance, man-

agement and  administration of airlines as also in other segments 
of Indian civil aviation observed by the DGCA that could ultimate-
ly impinge on air safety, are too numerous to list here. Suffice it to 
say that all is not well in the Indian skies, rhetoric to the contrary 
or denials from the managements notwithstanding. Ajit Singh, 
the newly appointed Minister of Civil Aviation, has categorically 
stated, “The government will not tolerate any violation of safety 
norms and there will be no compromise on air safety.” However, it 
is yet to be seen whether the DGCA is equipped and capable of ar-
resting and reversing the downslide in the aviation industry. While 
the track record of DGCA does not inspire much confidence, it is a 
matter of some relief that the Ministry of Civil Aviation has finally 
begun to crack the whip. SP

—B.K. pAndey

CraCking the Whip
Minister of Civil Aviation Ajit Singh has said that the government will not tolerate any 
violation of safety norms and there will be no compromise on air safety. It is yet to be 

seen whether the DGCA is equipped and capable of arresting the downslide.
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