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Airports where pilots could fear to land

n October 25, 2024, there was an
incident involving a Qatar Airways
Boeing 787 that was operating as a
scheduled flight from Colombo, Sri
Lanka to Doha, Qatar. After landing and taxiing at
slow speed to the assigned bay, the plane’s right
main landing gear sank into a ramp area, which
in turn collapsed. As the plane’s main landing
gear wheels had sunk in deep, the right engine
made contact with the ground and sustained
damage. It is fortunate that the incident did not
happen on the runway or on the taxi track when
the plane would have been at a higher speed.

Social media posts indicate that a Japanese
company contracted to build the airport at Doha
— most of it is on reclaimed land — had suggested
that the whole area would need to be concreted
as the soil was not strong enough to handle the
stress that would be induced by heavy aircraft
movement. As the cost was prohibitive, a cheaper
option was chosen. It is surprising that a
cash-rich country would cut costs on an
important infrastructure project that is one of the
most important in the fast growing aviation
scene.

Singapore’s Changi airport, Hong Kong’s new
airport at Chek Lap Kok island, and Male airport
(the Maldives) are built on reclaimed land and
have been functioning and expanding rapidly.
They have not encountered the kind of problem
seen at Doha. However, it is certain that Qatar will
leave no stone unturned in correcting any
deficiency found in the airport operational area
constructions.

Chennai airport’s expansion
Why is this incident of interest to India? People
may not be aware of the original expansion plan
of Chennai airport that had been proposed in
2007. The design project was originally given to
the firm, Larsen & Toubro (L&T), with the
Airports Authority of India (AAI) involved in the
requirements. Under the plan, a parallel runway
to the existing main runway was to be
constructed, and the old secondary runway was
to be extended across the Adyar river (which
flows near the airport area), with a bridge to
connect the two runways. L&T carried out the
soil testing for the bridge to be built across the
river, which would hold the taxi track and the
area assigned for the parallel runway. It appears
that the firm found the soil for the area required
for the parallel runway to be unsuitable, and the
proposal for a parallel runway was dropped.
The AAI then proposed that the taxi track
across the river be converted into the extended
secondary runway and that L&T needed to do
fresh soil testing for the expanded project. For
reasons best known to L&T and the AAI L&T
dropped out of the project. Instead, the project
was awarded to an unknown construction
company, Consolidated Construction Consortium
Limited (CCCL), which, at that stage, had no
experience of building even a road bridge. The
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AAI claimed that the bridge construction design
had been approved by IIT Madras. This writer has
a letter from the Head of the Department of
Structural Engineering, IIT Madras, stating that
they had only validated the numbers given by the
AAL

Safety violations, unaddressed issues

In the Environment Clearance No.
10-140/2007-1A-11I dt. 25/8/- 1, it was indicated by
the AAI that the runway bridge, with a span of
200 metres by 415m and a structural grid of 20
mx10m, on a RCC column of 1.2m diameter and
1.4m high above a high floodline, would be
constructed on the Adyar river. The flood level in
earlier floods was 13m and so the bottom of the
bridge should have been 14.4m above mean sea
level. The pillars supporting the bridge across the
Adyar were to be 1.2m in diameter, but the pillars
constructed are 0.86m in diameter. The area that
the bridge was to occupy was 200m x 417m but it
was stretched to 617m. The most serious violation
was the caveat that the bridge had to be built
1.4m higher than the flood level of the Adyar river
in the earlier floods. But the bridge has been built
four metres below the permitted level. During the
catastrophic floods in Chennai in 2015, the
gushing water flow in the Adyar river was blocked
by this structure, resulting in an accelerated
water flow through the lower portion of the
secondary runway. This resulted in the Coast
Guard hanger, private aircraft parked on the
tarmac and also an Army bridge near the Indian
Army’s Officers Training Academy (which is next
to the airport) being destroyed.

The floods in 2015 were blamed on the delayed
opening of the sluice gates of Chembarambakkam
lake (one of Chennai’s water supply sources)
which lies 14 kilometres west of the airport.
Environmentalists say the water discharge from
Chembarambakkam contributes only around
30% of the water flow in the Adyar river, with the
rest from overflow from flooded waterbodies
further west such as Mudichur, Sriperumbudur
and Parandur (the planned site of Chennai’s
second airport) We have seen what Chennai and
the surroundings went through during the
deluges in 2021 and 2023. Weather pundits
expect extreme weather events ahead.

This brings us back to Doha and its connection
with Chennai airport. The AAI completed the
Chennai runway extension more than 12 years
ago and the AAI claims that it is designed for
Airbus A380 operations. Recently, in a review of
operations at Chennai airport, a Cabinet Minister
in the Tamil Nadu government said that efforts
are on to get Code F aircraft (much larger
widebody aircraft such as the A380) to operate to
Chennai. He said the AAI is working on this. To
operate such aircraft, you need a runway and taxi
track width of 60m. This would need even wider
spacing from the existing main runway. The
runways in Chennai are only 45m wide. If one
applies the standards set by the International

Civil Aviation Organization, no Code F plane can
operate. Can the AAI explain why no widebody
aircraft can operate on the secondary runway,
even though it was completed 12 years ago?

A greenfield project

Now to the much proclaimed greenfield Parandur
airport project. The plan here is for the
acquisition of 4,000 acres of land for a new
international airport which is an area rich in
waterbodies. To have such an airport built to
international standards, soil testing and
concreting of the entire area will have to be done
in order to operate large aircraft. Based on the
experience of the dropped parallel runway
project at the existing Chennai airport, are crores
of tax-payers’ money going to be sunk in a project
which will destroy the many waterbodies at
Parandur? If 4,000 acres of concrete — and for a
depth of at least 4m — are to cover waterbodies,
can one imagine where flood waters from those
destroyed waterbodies would flow? We are in an
era of climate change. Let us not forget that
constructing an airport on reclaimed land that is
situated in an area of waterbodies is a specialised
subject, and the costs are prohibitive.

Readers may wonder why this writer has
mentioned the depth of a concrete tarmac.
Readers might be aware of hard landings of 2g or
3g. In simple terms, ‘g’ is the acceleration due to
gravity. So, a 2¢g landing for an aircraft that weighs
400 tons is equivalent to the weight on its wheels
of an impact of 800 tons. Apart from such an
impact, if an aircraft lands when there is a strong
crosswind, the wheels, rather than being straight,
may be at 30°-45° angle to the runway. On
touchdown, the aircraft’s wheels straighten as the
aircraft moves along the runway. The runway
surface, apart from the impact of the aircraft, will
also be subject to a twisting force. The Minister
has talked about a plan for even larger planes
landing at the existing Chennai airport. And
Parandur airport is being planned in an area with
waterbodies. One can imagine the huge twisting
impact that an aircraft weighing 600 tons will
have on a runway when landing in a crosswind.
There has to be a professional in charge who has
good knowledge on how to design a runway and
operational area structures, and who also has
knowledge of operational issues.

We have read reports of several bridges built in
recent times across India collapsing like a pack of
cards. Lives have been lost. We must not lose
sight of the issue of safety.

Bengaluru has now established itself as the
aviation gateway to the south, a position Chennai
once held. Tamil Nadu has lost its premium
gateway position because of procrastination, bad
planning and design. The fact is also that inflated
numbers projecting rising air passenger numbers
in Tamil Nadu cannot conceal the truth.
Passenger numbers have not even touched 40%
of their original projections. It seems to be a case
of fools rushing in where angels fear to tread.



AT 'ra‘rcrr-rr;zaz;mlﬁﬁzrzm

AIRPORTS AUTHORITY OF INDIA

Corporate Communications Directorate

THE STATESMAN KOLEKATA 3 NOVEMBER 2024

Vipin Kumartakesoveras

chairman of AAI

Vipin Kumar, an IAS officer
of 1996 batch, Bihar cadre
took over as chairman of Air-
ports Authority of India, today.
Prior to this appointment,
Kumar was serving as Addi-
tional Secretary, Department
of School Education & Literacy,
Ministry of Education, Gov-
ernment of India.

During his tenure at Min-
istry of Education, Govern-
ment ofIndia, he waslooking
after Samagra Shiksha
Scheme, National Education
Policy-2020, PM-SHRI Scheme
and other important assign-
ments.

Kumar holds a degree in
Electronics & Communication
Engineering. In his new
assignment as the Chairman
of the Airports Authority of
India, Shri Kumar will lead

efforts to achieve AAI's organ-
isational goals of developing
world-class airport infrastruce-
ture, leading air navigation
services and providing top-
of-the-line passenger facilities
across the country. His role
will be instrumental in charting
the roadmap of Indian Avia-
tion Sector towards realising
the Prime Minister’s vision
of Viksit Bharat-2047.
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GMR To Focus on Duty-free Sales,

Monetise Land for More Earnings

Co plans to boost non-aero
revenue per passenger
from 350 to 500

Mumbai | New Delhi: GMR ex-
pects strong revenue growth for its
airports business through increa-
sed dutv-free sales and strategic
land monetisation over the next
three years, helping improve the
segment’s debt-to-Ebitda ratio to
3.5-5.0 from the current 6.0 in two-
three years, a top executive said.

“There’s enough coverage from
Ebitda to service both the interest
payments and also the debt princi-
pal payments for debt to really co-
me off,” Saurabh Chawla, GMR’s
executive director for finance and
strategy, told ET.

Thecommentscomeafter GMR last
week secured 36,300 crore in funding
from the Abu Dhabi Investment Aut-
hority (ADIA), with the proceeds al-
located to refinance debt for the pro-
moter group entity: GMR Enterpri-
ses Pvt Ltd. The ADIA investment
has allowed GMR to refinance high-
cost promoter debt.

ADIA’s investment offers a stable,
long-term partnership, with an
elght-year horizon and a favourab-

Non-Aero Revenue

Income from commercial activities, not directly related

to aircraft operations, has been growing at airports 1"‘" S

owned by the GMR Group
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le debt structure, reducing coupon
service needs and refinancing
risks, hesaid.

Previous refinancing required
rollovers every 18-36 months, with
Indian non-banking finance com-
panies charging high interest ra-
tes. This created volatility that im-
pacted the share price, he said.

Interest rates on its existing fi-
nancing is “in the higher teens”,
while the new funding from ADIA
“will be in the lower teens”, Chaw-
la said, suggesting also that ADIA,
like GQG Partners, may acquire a
stake in listed GMR Airports.

GMR currently operates the Delhi,
Hyderabad and Mopa (Goa) air-
ports. It will add Nagpur to the port-
folio following a favourable court or-
der and is building the Bhogapuram
airport in Andhra Pradesh.

A combination of increased non-
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aero revenue, land monetisation
anddividend fromassetslike Delhi
and Hyderabadairports will help it
increase earnings, Chawla said.

The group has so far invested mo-
re than 12,000 crore in upgrading
the infrastructure at the Delhi and
Hyderabad airports.

“Asourairport infra investments
reduce, our ability to invest in real
estate Increases. So, it's an inverse
curve, and we will put that capital
towork,” Chawla said.

Currently, GMR relies on third-
party partners for developments,
losing “almost 50-75% of margins”
to them, he said.

GMR plans tomonetise substanti-
al land assets over the next five ye-
ars, including 1,400 acres in Hyde-
rabad, 100 acres in Delhi, 100 acres
in Goa and 200 acres in Bhogapu-
ram, the executive said.

In Hyderabad, the company is in-
vesting ¥800-900 crore in a multi-as-
set development that will include
SEZs, office spaces, educational in-
stitutions and senior living.

“We're talking about a whole ae-
rocity coming up,” Chawla said,
noting that Hyderabad’s project
will be “more composite” than Del-
hi's, which centres on hospitality,
retail, and offices. The develop-
ment, he added, is expected to vield
multi-fold returns.

GMR is also shifting towards a
consumer-focused business mo-
del, emphasising on non-aero reve-
nue from sources like duty-free re-
tail, parking and cargo. “A lot of fo-
cus is on non-aero because that's
the consumer-facing business...
And we are transitioning from an
airport utility company to a consu-
mer-based company,” Chawla said.

The company aims to boost non-ae-
rorevenue per passenger from 350 to
o00. Chawla explained the importan-
ceof international traffic, noting, “In-
ternational flights are growing quite
robustly in Hyderabad and Delhi. On
a secular basis, the non-aero busines-
ses will grow in the high teens.”

The Hyderabad airport, he said,
was already profitable and would
pay dividend to the listed airport
company in FY25. For Delhi air-
port to reach profitability, it would
take another two to three years.
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KATHMANDU
Bomb threat
on Al flight

A bomb threat has been
received on an Indian Air-
lines flight that was bound
for New Delhifrom Kath-
mandu on Saturday, offi-
cials from the Civil
Aviation Authority of Nepal
said. According to CAAN
officials, a search was
undertaken in the Indian
Airlines flightthat was
scheduled to take off for
Delhi from Kathmandu,
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FOREIGN CARRIERS' SHARE CONTRACTS

Indian airlines gaininternational market
share amld growthintravel demand

SUKALPSHARMA
MEW DELHI, NOVEMBER 3

ASINTERNATIONALair passen-
ger traffic and demand contin-
ueson a growth trajectory in the
post-pandemic period, Indian
airlines have been strengthen-
ing their position in the segment
vis-a-vis foreign airlines operat-
ing to and from India. As the
overall pie ofinternational pas-
sengers flying to and fromIndia
continuestosee robust growth,
Indian carriers are expanding,
and not just maintaining, their
international market share by
passengers carried.

Ananalysisof aidine-wise in-
ternational passengertraffic data
from the Directorate General of
Civil Aviation (DGCA) for April-
June {Q1 ) shows that Indian air-
lines' cumulative market share
strengthened to 45.6 per cent
from439 per centayearago. The
growth was significantly starker
when compared to the corre-
sponding quarter of 2019 — prior
to the outbreak of the Covid-19
pandemic —when India’s home-
grown airlines had a combined
market share of just 34.7 per cent.

The total scheduled interna-
tional passenger traffic from and
tolIndia in Q1 was 1.77 crore fly-
ers, 13.3 per cent higher on the

&TheIndianEXPRESS

INDIAN AIRLINES’ INTERNATIONAL MARKET
SHAREBY PASSENGERS CARRIED

| April-june = April-june | April-June

| 2024 2023 2019
IndiGo 18.3% 17.2% 96%
Air India 123% | 125% 11.6%
Air India Express 83% | 78% 81%
Vistara 42% | 31% .
Spicejet 24% | 27% 4%
Others 0.2% 06% 1.4%
TOTAL 45.6% 43.9% 34.7%

Based on analysis of international traffic dota released by the DGCA

vearand 13 5 higher thanthe cor-
responding period of 2019. The
June quarter of last year had
marked a full recovery for inter-
national air passenger traffic
from the impactof the pandemic,
which had brought the global
civil aviation sector toa grinding
halt. The DGCA releases quarterly
international traffic data witha
lag and so far, data till the June
quarter hasbeen made public.
International market share
gains may be seen as a positive
trend for Indian carriers and
India’s civil aviation sector at
large. Major Indian carriers as
wellas the government have am-
bitions to have more direct inter-

HMon,

@4 November
https://epaper.indianexpress.com/c/76165688

national connectivity fromIndia
and to turn the country into an
international aviation hub. Long-
haul travel on board Indian car-
riers, however, continues to re-
main a challenge as a significant
number of passengers flying to
far off destinations from India
take connecting flights through
major global hubs outside the
country.

Although foreign airlines to-
gether still account for a major-
ity of passenger traffic flyinginto
and outofindia, their cumulative
miarket share has beenon thede-
cline in the post-pandemic pe-
riod. According to industry
watchers, the growth in thein-

2824

ternational market share of
Indianairlines is being fuelled by
a combination of factors, a few
being external in nature.

These include overseas net-
work expansion and higher ca-
pacities deployed on interna-
tional routes by carriers like
IndiGo and the Tata group air-
lines, slower recoveryincapadty
deployment by some foreigncar-
riers, and reduction in flights by
various Western airlines —
mainly North American carriers
—as geopolitical conflicts and air-
space closures have made a num-
ber of their routes to Asia unvi-
able froma financial stand point.

Leading this expansion in
market share, primarily, are
IndiGo and Vistara, which will
soon be merged with Air India.
IndiGo's international market
share expanded to 18 3 percent
inQlLupfrom17.2 per cent ayear
ago and 9.6 per centin the June
quarter of 2019.Vistara's market
share expanded to 4.2 per cent
from 3.1 percent a year ago. The
Tata group carrier did not have
international operations in the
June quarter of 2019.

Tatagroup's flagshipaidine Air
India saw a marginal contraction
inmarketshareto12.3 per centin
Q1 fiom 125 percent a year ago.
In the June quarter of 2019, the
carrier was still under govern-

mentcontrol, and had an interna-

tional market shareof 11.6 per
cent. Its no-frills arm Air India
Expresswasabletoexpandits in-
ternational market shareto 8.3 per
centin Q1 from 78 percentayear
agp. Inthe June quarterof 2019,
Air India Express's international
market sharewas 8.1 percent.

In all, the Tata group aidines
had a combined international
market share of 24.8 per centin
Q1, higher than IndiGo's 18.3 per
cent. Spicejet, which had been
reelingunder financial stressun-
til recently, regstered a contrac-
tion in international market
share to 2.4 per cent from the
year-ago quarter's 2.7 per cent
and 4 per cent in the correspon-
ding period in 2019,

AMong ovVerseas majors op-
erating toIndia, Emirates contin-
ued to be the largest airline by
market share. The Dubai-based
carrier'smarket share in interna-
tional passenger traffic to and
fromIndiainQ1 was 79 percent,
down from 8.6 per cent a year
agn, and 9.7 per cent in the June
quarter of 2019. Etihad from
neighbouring Abu Dhabi, how-
ever, managed to expand its mar-
ketshareto 3.9 per centfrom2 5
per cent a year ago, although it
was still lower than the 4.6 per
centmarket share Etihad heldin

the June quarter of 2019.
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Ammunition foundinanAir India
flight during routine cleanup

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, 2 NOVEMBER

Anammunition cartridge was
found in an Air India flight
during a routine cleanup at
the Indira Gandhi Intemational
Airport, the policesaid on Sat-
urday.
According to apolice official,
“On October 27, IGIA Police
registered an FIR under the
Arms Act after Air India staff
found a live round of ammu-

nition during routine cleaning
on a flight”. An investigation
into the matter has been
launched, the official added.
Meanwhile, an Air India
Spokesperson told the media
thatan ammunition cartridge
was found in the pocket seat
of a flight bound from Dubai
to Delhi. The flight landed on
October 27 and all the pas-
sengers were safily disembarked
from theflight, headded. Fol-
lowing this, the airline has

registered a complaint with
thelGIA police, thespokesper-
son said. Last month, airline
companies received several
bomb related threats and many
ofthem turned out tobe hoax
calls. Several air operators
havereceived such threatson
theirsocial mediahandlesand
thishas resultedin flight delays
as a thorough search of such
aircraftsaredone, andtillnow,
most of these threats have
turned out to be hoaxes.
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