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Purnea airport witnesses decline in
passenger traffic due to high airfares

Aditya Nath Jha

htaptna@hindustantimes.com

PURNEA : Purnea Airport, which
had emerged as a ray of hope
for people living in the Seeman-
chal and Kosi regions, now
appears to be losing its sheen,
with airfares emerging as a
major concern for passengers.
Many travellers are increas-
ingly opting lor Bagdogra or
Darbhanga airports, as flights
from these airports are proving
to be more affordable than
those from Purnea Airport.
The slump in passenger foot-
fall at Purnea airport over the
ast three months has started
fuelling fears among those who
have long fought for the airport
and witnessed the air service
being discontinued thrice. The
concern has gripped them at a
time when an EPC (Engineering,
Procurement and Construction)
tender worth ¥294.05 crore for
a permanent terminal building
has already been issued.
According to a report, pas-
senger footfall at Purnea airport
has witnessed a continuous
decline since May. In May,
28,596 passengers availed
themselves of the air service at
Purnea airport, while the figure
declined to 25,834 in June. July
witnessed a sharp fall, with only
20,247 passengers using the air
service. The figures include
both arrivals and departures.
Purnea airport director Deep
Prakash Gupta, speaking to HT
over the phone, admitted that
passenger {ootfall had declined
over the past two weeks. “But
the reason behind this, I can't
tell you,” he said when asked
about the reasons behind the
sudden fall in passenger footfall
at Purnea airport, which had set
a record during the first six
months after its inauguration.
Purnea airport had set a
record in passenger footfall dur-
ing the first six months follow-
ing its inauguration by the
Prime Minister on September 15
last year.

The passenger footfall has
now declined to 800-850 a day,
which isa major concern for the
airport, an official associated
with Purnea airport told HT, cit-
ing three main reasons for the
decline, “First of all, there are
no direct flights to bigger cities
from here. The fare hike com-
pared to other airports and the
absence of a permanent termi-
nal building are also reasons
behind the fall in passenger
footfall,” he said.

“If you spend just $300, you
can save 23,000 to 4,000," RT1
activist Vijay Kumar Shreevasa-
tava said, explaining, “Travel-
ling from Purnea airport
involves higher flight ticket
costs or limited options com-
pared to the larger, fully com-
mercial Bagdogra airport,
which is located about 130 km
away. It can be reached by
spending 3300 and offers more
frequent flights and competitive
airline pricing.” Group Captain
(Retired) Vishwajeet Kumar,
who was instrumental in intro-
ducing a 10-seater Spirit Air-
ways service linking Purnea
with Kolkata and Patna in 2012,
said, “There should be multiple
air service operators to different
destinations at any airport. That
gives passengers more options.”

He demanded, “Purnea air-
port should immediately have a
second operator, such as Air
India or Akasa, with services to
Delhi, Bengaluru and Mumbai,
among other destinations,
which will make pricing com-
petitive.”

Locals have described the
fare hike as nothing short of
financial exploitation of the
Fenple of Seemanchal. "It is

inancial exploitation of Seem-

anchal people. There is no rea-
son for such a steep hike in air-
fares from or to Purnea airport.”
said B R Bharti, a frequent flyer
based in Purnea.

“Earlier, the fare was 32,500
for a Might of less than an hour,
but the same is not true of ticket
prices right now, and people are

Bishnu K Jha
htpatna@hindustantimes.com
DARBHANGA: Night landing
facilities at Darbhanga air-
port are likely to become
operational soon, with indi-
cations that formalities for
introducing the facility have
reached the final stage,
according to AAT authorities
and Darbhanga MP Gopal
Jee Thakur.

The BIP MP said the
Defence Ministry had com-
pleted the formalities
required for introducing
night landing facilities at the
airport, paving the way for
extending its operating hours
beyond the current daytime
window.

However, the facility can
become operational only
after airlines submit sched-
ules for flights to be operated
during night hours, he said.

“The night landing service
will commence as soon as
the flight schedules are final-
ised and made available by
the airlines. Given the signifi-
cance and strategic location
of Darbhanga airport and its
unprecedented  success
under the regional connec-
tivity scheme, I met both the
Union civil aviation minister
and the defence minister
recently to seek an extension
of the airport’s operating
hours beyond dusk,” Thakur
said.

When asked about the
IAF's earlier requirement

Darbhanga airport likely to
get night landing facility soon,
will boost operational hours

that the AAI deploy the
“entire set of operational per-
sonnel” to facilitate addi-
tional civil flight operations
proposed between S5pm and
10pm, the MP told Hindustan
Times that the issue had now
been resolved by the Defence
Ministry, At the local level,
however, authorities said
they were not aware of any
such decision. When con-
tacted, Darbhanga airport
director Dilip Kumar struck
a cautious note, saying the
proposal for night operations
was “under discussion/delib-
eration at the highest level of
AAland IAF™.

“There are talks going
on at different levels for
the introduction of night
landing operations at Dar-
bhanga airport. Things are
moving in a positive direc-
tion,” he said.

The MP said he had met
Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh and Minister of State
for Defence Sanjay Seth in
New Delhi on July 29, urging
them to expedite the intro-
duction of night operations
at Darbhanga airport.

“The defence minister
assured me of a positive initi-
ative,” Thakur said. Dar-
bhanga airport operates as a
civil enclave at an Indian Air
Force station under the
regional connectivity scheme
UDAN.

Commercial flight opera-
tions began on November 8,
2020.

feeling cheated,” alleged Arvind
Kumar Jha, a Purnea-based
retired government employee.
“If concrete measures are not
taken immediately, we fear the

airport may witness a further
decline in passenger flow. The
expansion of the airport may
also take a back seat,” many
locals said.
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Baramati airport set
for *100-cr facelift

Yogesh Naik

htmumbai@ hindustantimes.com

MUMBAL: 5ix months after the
fatal air crash of deputy chief
minister Ajit Pawar, the Maha-
rashtra government is on the
verge of finalising a ¥100-crore
overhaul of the neglected Bara-
mati airport, managed by the
Maharashtra Airport Develop-
ment Company (MADC). The
upgrade plan includes con-
structing an ATC tower, fire
station and security fencing.
Proposed enhancements for
the 1,600-metre airstrip include
runway re-carpeting, PAPI
lights, and runway-end safety
areas, addressing a long-over-
due safety requirement.
People in the know of the
matter said the proposal was
cleared two weeks ago by

MADC and subsequently addi-
tional chief secretary (aviation)
Sanjay Sethi last Wednesday.
The final clearance is awaited
from a high-power committee
headed by the state chief secre-
tary, Rajesh Aggarwal.

The airport in Baramati --
the pocket borough of the

_ Airport upgrades

» ATC tower, fire station and other
facilities

» Upgrading and recarpeting the runway

= Building safety areas at both ends
of the runway

= Other upgrades: Grading the airstrip,
installing PAP! lights and edge lights

Pawars -- was built in the '90s
by then chief minister Sharad
Pawar to boost investment in
the area. Over a period of time,
Pawar, who now heads the
Nationalist Congress Party
{SP), transformed the area into
an industrial and educational
hub. +P3
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Baramati airport to get
R100-cr satety overhaul

Six months after Ajit
Pawar’s plane crash, ighllghts of the
state plans ATC roposed revamp
tower, fire station, b ki ol echas oriia
runway upgrades

drainage, instaing PAPI lights. 9_55 (]
Yogesh Naik landing T signal area, windsock,

yopesh naik@bindistantimes cam

MUMBAL: Six months after the
death of deputy chief minister
Ajlt Pawar in an alr crash at the
Baramati airport in Maharash-
ira, the state government s in
the process of finalising a plan to
overhaul the small, uncontrolled
airport at a cost of 100 crore.

Sources sald the proposal was
cleared two weekspagn by the
Maharashtra Airport Develop-
ment Company (MADC), the
government agency that mana-
ges smaller afrports in the state.
Subsequently, it was cleared by
additional chief secretary (avia-
tion) Sanjay Sethi last Wednes-
day and final clearance s
awaited from a high-power com-
mittee headed by the state chief
SECTEary,

Pawar and four others died on
January 28 when the chartered
plane carrying them from Mum-
bal crashed near the Baramari
airstrip as the pilot attempted to
land the Learjet 45 aircraft at
&:45am.

Baramati, home to the Paw-
ars, has an uncontrolled airpor
built in the mid-50s by then chief
minister Sharad Pawar to pro-
maote investment in the area.
Over the decades, Sharad Pawar,
who now heads the opposition
Mationalist Congress Party (5F),
transformed Baramatl from a
rural backwater into an indus-
trial and educational hub but the
airport remained neglected. The
small, LG00m x 30m alrstrip was
used mainly by the Pawars, gov-
ernment officlals and business-
persans.

Unfenced, and allowing carle
and stray dogs into this
restricted space, the Baramart
alrport is equipped with only
very basie facilities. Two private
flying schools operate from here,
using the airport to train pilots.
The airport does not have dedi-
cated air traffic control (ATC)
personnel, with students of the

flying schools working at the
ATC unit there. The alrport
doesn’t cater to much air traffic-
only 10 to 12 VVIP flights a
maonth - but that's no excuse o
overlook the [ack of proper ATC
staffing. The airport has no
emergency services. It does not
have its own fire tender and,
when the alrcraft carrying Ajic
Pawar crashed, a fire tender had
to be summaoned from the Bara-
mati municipal council, losing
precious time after the crash.

Ajit Pawar was very keen to
upgrade the Baramati alrport. It
was among five alrparts given to
the Anil Ambani-run Reliance
Adrport Developers in 2008-2009
o manage. As it was still largely
neglected, the Maharashtra
Industrial Development Corpo-
ration (MIDC) took it back in
July 2035 and, within two
maonths. it was given to MADC to
manage

Among the proposed
upgrades are the construction of
an ATC tower and a fire statlon
and other facilities. The alrstrip
itsell will receive several
upgrades — including recarpet-
ting: a runway-end safety area of

edge lights etc

compound wall

B0m at both ends in case an air-
craft avershoots: and the addi-
tion of features such as grading
of the airstrip, storm water
drainage, windsock, edge lights
and installing PAP! lights (Preci-
slon Approach Path Indicator),
which guide pilots to malntain
the correct descent angle during
landing. The plan also envisages
an B-km-long compound wall
and an internal perimeter road.

‘What's still lacking

The plan, however, does not
Include an Instrument Landing
System or a night landing sys-
tem. At present, students from
the two flying schools install bat-
tery operated lamps for night fiy-
ing. The airport also lacks a
metenrological department and
relies on the Pune airport’s met
department for information on
weather conditions. MADCs
plan ks silent on a dedicated met
department for the revamped
Baramati airport.

Capt Sanjay Karve, former
director of civil aviation with the
Maharashtra government, said,
“The Baramati alrport runway
has an inverted hump and this

P Constructing an ATC tower, a fire
station and other facilities

|p Building an internal perimeter road ﬁ .Iﬂ (]
P Recarpeting the 1,600m x 30m
g QL Gla

B Constructing an 8-km-long

F?mammatdnf&ym
. af 90m at both ends of the airstrip

S Ba

.6l
la

"» Salaries of various personnel, 0 e
technical and others

miust be corrected during recar-
petting. PAPL s the easiest and
cheapest way to let crew kow of
glide flow in case of bad weather.
DGCA must ask for PAPL for all
uncontrolled alrports.”

Karve was not optimistic
about the political will to revamp
the airport. “Upgrading it now is
like locking the stable after the
horse has bolted. The moment
Sunetra Pawar is no longer dep-
uty chiefminister, Baramati air-
port will be forgotten. Take
Karad airport, for instance. The
moment Prithviraj Chavan
ceased to be CM, the project took
a back seat. Latur airport was
forgotten after Vilasrao Desh-
mukh ceased to be CM and
became a Union minister.
Kanded alrport took a back seat
after Ashok Chavan lost power.
In essence, we don't have a long-
term plan for aviation.”

President of the Bombay Fly-
ing Club, Mihir Bhagvat sald.
"These changes were required
long back. This Is a welcome
step. These steps must be done
at all MADC airports. These are
bare minimum requirements of
any alrport.”
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Laser beam distracts
pilot at Kolkata airport

KOLKATA: A Malaysia Airlines
flight MH-184 from Kuala
Lumpur carrying 159 passen-
gers faced problem while
approaching the Netaji Subhas
Chandra Bose International Air-
port for landing as the pilot was
distracted by a laser beam, air-
port officials said on Sunday.
The flight was scheduled to
land at 11.20pm on Saturday, but
when the aircraft was approxi-
mately eight nautical miles

from the runway, the pilot
reportedly noticed a bright laser
beam flashing towards the
cockpit, the officials said.

The aircraft finally landed
safely at around 1L25pm and all
passengers and crew members
were reported safe, they said.

Following the incident, the
airline informed the airport
authorities. The authorities also
lodged a complaint with the
NSCBI Airport Police Station.pri
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CIAL postsrecord
profit of 502 crore

b Coschin Internatbonsl Adrport Lid
T{L'MI.I T reported fts highest-ever

annual nanck performance, registering
arecord profitel over T00erore. CIAL ina
statement, further sald s boasd of directors,
which met forthe frst time ander the
chasrmunship of Chief Minister V. [ Satheesan,
s approved a serbes of strategle lndtatives—
muost notably the company's endry nto the
adrport consultiey business—almed i
leveraging the country’s rpldly expansding
aviation infrastructure sector, The board also
recommendeda dividend of 55 % For
shareholders for the Anancial year 302526,
subgect toapproval at the company's anmaal
general meeting sbated for Sepiember. FTl
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CISF AIRPORT SECTOR, IIT ROPAR SIGN MOU

TO BOLSTER AVIATION CYBERSECURIT\’

NEW DELHI: The CISF Air-
port Sector and IIT Ropar
have collaborated to bolster
the cybersecurity infrastruc-
ture of the aviation sector
and provide specialised training to personnel handling
the security of this critical sector of the economy. A
Memorandum of Understanding [Mol) to this effect
was signed by the two entities on August 7, 2026, initi-
ating the process to hold a six-week residential Cyber
Security Training Programme for the personnel of CISF
on a no-cost basis. The training programme has been
designed as an institutional tie-up between CISF and
IIT Ropar SCALE Foundation. The Mol was signed by
IIT Ropar Director Rojeev Ahuja and CISF IG/Airport
Sector-l Senthil Avoodai Krishna Raj S.
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Pilot of AI's turbulence-hit
flight likely failed dope test

B Not aware of test result: Airlines @ Probe underway

AGE CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, AUG. 9

The pilot of the recent Air
Indin Phuket-Delhi flight,
which encountered turbu-
lence earlier this week,
appears o have tested posi-
tive for psychoactive sub-
stances in a dope test con-
ducted upon arrival
However, Air India said it
I not aware of the test
result.

The ministry of eivil avi-
ation said on Sunday that
as part of the standard
operating procedures fol-
lowing such an occur
rence, both flight crew
members underwent the
prescribed  psychoactive
substance screoning test,
The screening test in
respect of the pilot-in-com-
mand indicated a result
requiring confirmatory
testing. Samples have
accordingly been sent to
the designated laboratory

» MOCA SAID the
occurrence has been
classified as a "serious
incident” and is under
investigation by the air-
craft accident investiga-
tion bureau

for confirmatory analysis,
and the final report is
awaited.

MoCA said the occur-
rence has been classified
as a “serious incident™ and
is under investigation by
the aircraft accldent inves-
tigation bureau. Pending
investigation and comple-
tion of the prescribed
process, both fight crew
members have béen taken
ofl roster by the DGCA.

“Further action, as
appropriate, will be taken
based on the outcome of
the investigation and con-
firmatory test resulis. The
Ministry of Civil Aviation
and the DGCA remains

firmly committed to main-
taining the highest stan.
dards of aviation safety
and ensuring that all such
occurrences are thorough-
Iy investigated and appro-
priate action is taken in
accordance with the pre
scribed regulations and
procedures,” the ministry
spokesperson said,

Air Indin A320 aircraft
VT-EXO, operating Might
Al23T9 from Phuket to
Delhi, experienced a sud-
den loss of altitude of
approximately 300 feet dur-
ing cruise, following which
the aircraft stabilised and
subsequently landed safely
at Delhi. During the occur
rence, injuries were
reported to a few passen-
gers and cabin crew mem-
bers on board. The aireran
was carrying 137 passen-
gers, including 03 infants,
and 08 crew members com-
prising two pilots and six
cabin crew
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Emirates, SA Airways expand tie-up

Emirates and South African Alrways (SAA) have announced an
expansion of their codeshare partnership, enabling access to
nine cities and the start of a reciprocal codeshare agreement

— =N = between the carriers, The expanded
B~ B >~ B > partnershipopens more destinations
- ~ 5 E across Central and Southern Africa. Since
o » |zunching their codeshare agreement,

£, iy Emirates and SAA have operated on a
unitateral basis, with 5AA placing its code
an Emirates-operated flights between

Dubai and Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, as well as

interfine access to 68 Emirates destinations worldwide via

Dubai. With regulatory approvals secured, the new agreement

will see Emirates place its code on SAA-operated flights

Joining hands to keep runways safe

Three global aviation bodies — International Air Transpart
Association, Civil Air Navigation Services Cirganisation and
Airports Council International — have launched a joint
initiative to reduce the risk of runway
incursions. & runway incursion is defined
as anaircraft, vehicle or person being
incorrectly present on a runway or within
its protected area. The loint Rurway
Safety Initiative focuses on three areas —
improving safety reporting and data
capture, strengthening local rurway safety teams and sharing
progress and lessons learmed
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Air India pilot’s confirmatory
dope test results awaited

MISHAP AVERTED. Serious incident invalving a Phuket-Delhi flight being probed by AAIB

—
Rohit Vaid
Rew Dekd

The confirmatory dope test
results of the piloa-in-com
mand of an Air India Phuket-
Delhi Hight that suffered a
sudden loss of altipede are
awaited after his initial pey-
choactive-substance screen-
ing indicated a result requir
ing further testing, the
Ministry of Civil Aviarion
said on Sunday.

The Air India flight
AI2379, operated by an Alr-
bus AZ20 aircraft VT-EXO,
experienced a sudden loss of
althude  of zpprnxim:‘-rﬂ}'
306 feet during cruise on Au-
gust 4 before stabilising and
subsequently landing safely
in Dedhi.

The aircraft wis carrying
137 passengers, Incheding
three infants, and cight crew
members, comprising two
pliots and six cabin crew.

According o the Ministry,
the fight crew members un-
derwent the preseribed psy
choactive-substance screen-

UNDER THE LENS

© The screening test af
the pilat-in-command
Indicated a result
requiring confirmatary
festing

@ The aircraft was carrying 137 passengers, including
three infants, and elght crew members

bng test s part of che
standard operating proced-
ure following the
DeCUrfende.

The screening test of the
pilot-in-command indicated
a result requiring confirma
ory testing. The samples
were subsequently sent to a
designated laboratory, and
the final report is awaited.

SSERIOUS INCIDENT"

The occurrence has been
classified as a ‘serious incid-
ent’ and is under investiga
tion by the Alreraft Accident
Investigation Burean
(AAIR]). Pending completbon
of the investigation and pre-

seribed process, both flight
crew members have boen
taken off the roster by the
Directorte General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA).

“Further action, as appro-
priate, will be taken based on
the cutcome of the investiga-
tion and confirmatory test
results,” said che Minisory.

The development comcs
as the AAIB imvestigates the
circumstances  surrounding
the sudden loss of altitude
and the injuries reported on
board the airerafi.

The Ministry said that the
gircraft subsequently stabil-
jsed and landed safely in
Drelhi, while injuries were re-

ported among a few passen-
gers and  cabin crew
members.

The official staterment did
not provide details of the
substance indicated by the
inirial screening test or the
nature of the result requining
confirmatory analysis,

POST-FLIGHT TEST

On its part, Adr India sald
that it was aware that a post-
Aight screening vest had
been conducted on the pilots
in accordance with the ap-
|1|1|.,"A|'||E']'.|1'|.'m'u.!L|I£.

However, the airline said
the results of the test had not
been shared with lt and,
therefore, It was not in a pos-
ition to comment on any
findings. Air India said it un-
dertakes regular drag testing
of crew members in compli-
ance with elvil aviation regu
lations, independent of any
specific Hight or operational
incldent.

“We will contlmoe to co-
operate with the relevant ag-
tharities s required,” said
an Alr India spokesperson
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Phuket fligh

t turbulence: Both A-I pilots

taken off roster amid drug scrutiny

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
MNew Delhi, 9 August

Thepilot-in-command of an Air
India (A-T} aircraft that experi-
enced a sudden loss of altitude
duringa Phuket-Delhi flight has
undergone confirmatory test-
ing after an initial psychoactive
substance screening indicated
that the result requires further
analysis, the Civil Aviation Min-
istrysaid on Sunday. Both pilots
on duty during the incident
have been taken off the roster
until the Investigation into the

incident i completed.

The Airbus A320, operating
flight Al:379 from Phuket o
Delhi on August 4, lost about
300 feet of altimede during
cruise before stabilising and
landing safely in Delhi. A few
passengers and cabin crew
members reported  injuries
duringihe incident. The aircraft
was carrving 137 passengersand
eight crew members.

Both flight crew members
underwent psychoactive sub-
stance screening following the
incident, as required under

standard operating proce-
dures. The pilot-in-command’s
sample wassenttoa designated
laboratory for confirmatory
analysis, with the final report
awaited, the ministry stated.

The incident has been clas-
sified as a serious incident and
is being investizated by the Air-
craft Accident Investigation
Bureauw. Pending completionof
the investigation and testing
process, the Directorate Genr-
eral of Civil Aviation has taken
both flight crew members off
the roster.

DGCA reported 889
serious tech defects
in Hights last vear
The Directorate General of
Ciwil Aviatlon (DGCA)
recorded 859 serious techni-
cal defects In flighis
compared to 662 such faults
in 2024, according to
official data.

The number of serious
defects recorded stood at 487
and 528 In 2023 and 2023,
respectvely. In 2031, the
count was at 514. These fig-
ures wereshared by Minister
of State for Civil Aviation
Murlidhar Mohol in the Lok
Sabha, as part of a written
reply on August 6. FTI
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Air India Captain of Turbulence-Hit
Flight Under Scanner Post Drug Test

AAIB sends samples
for confirmatory
testing, final report
awaited, says ministry

Our Buraau

New Tielhl: The captaln of
the Phuket Delhi Air India
flight that rapidly lost around
i foot of altimde last wock,
injuring 17 passenpers, is un-
der the scanner for using psy-
choactive substaness while on
duly Inilial urine scresning
ol the pilol comducled alles
Tanding in Delhl relurned a
“non-negative” result, people
inthe lmowrsaid.

The Adreraft Aceident oves-
tigation Buresu has sent spn-
ples for confirmatory testing,
which will yiehl a delinilive
and specilic mesull, offlcials

said, Confirmatory fosts wse
hiph-omplexity  instrnumen-
lalion sueh as speciral analy-
sisal hairsamplas.

“As parlol the stamdard ops-

rating procodurcs following
such an ocowrrence, both
flight crow mombers undor
went the prescribed psvehonc-
tivesubstanceseroeningtest,”
the ministry of civil syviation
czald ina pressstalement. “The

sereesnl g bes ) in re-

spoct of the pilot

incommand  indi

cated aresult roqu
iring comfirmatory  testing,
Samples hove accopdingly be-
en sent to the designamed Labo-
raliry far conllemealory ana-
Tysls, and (he Fnal reporel is
awalled,” L said, Aviation me-
dicine specialists cantioned.
howevcr, that a non-negatie
sereening result can also be
tripgered by legitimeate thera-
peutic trestment or sowrees
such as pain-reliel  medica-
Lior. Llnder Direciorals Genes-

ralof Civil Awiation rules, § pi-
Lot whoy tests positive for sub-
slanceabilse rmushundergso re
b aion and de-saddiclion,
and Mying can be resumed
upon receipt of afitness corti-
ficaic. A second positive tost
roanle: in a three yoar liocnoe
Fuspension, and 4 thicd leads
to permanent concelation of
the permit, "We are awarce
Lhial a posi-Mighl sereening
Lesl weas condmeied on e pi-
lots in accordance with app
licable protocols. TTowewer,
the results have not becn
shared with Air lndis, and
we dre therefore not in g po-
sition to comment on any
lindings,"” an Alr India spuo-
kerspre sy sa 0 This s Uhie se
o Lime an Al India pllol
has come under scruting forr
subetance abuse. I April, a4
firstofficer was deported from
the US atter American autho-
rities Allegedly found marciju-
ana in his bagpage Upon arrei-
val in San Franiseo

‘DGCA Recorded
889 Flight Tech
Defects Last Yr’

New Delhi; Aviation watchoop
DGCA recorded 839 zerious
lezhirtbea] delieets in Tighls oom-
peared L Y2 sieh Faulis in 2024,
aceording loolTeial data.

The rumber of scrions defects
reoorded stond at 447 and S&n
Hpxl and 2022 respectively In
3021, the eount was At hld,

These figures were shared by
Minister of Stafe for Civil Avia-
Lion Murlidbar Mohal in the
Lok Sahha, as parlol o wrelllen
roply on Angust s

The ministor was responding
toquerics by Congress mombor
Shyambkumar Peaulat Barve,

Accordingto Mohol, the Pirec-
torate General of Civil Awviation
(DCCA)Y has Takd down Clell Aw-
fathon Beyqulremnenls {(CAHs),
salely  advisories, direclives
and other regulatory nsoue-
tions tocnsure safc ajrcraft ope
rations, For monpboring compli-
ance, IMCA has g systematic
satety oversipht mechanizm en-
vimnpassing all aireralland ale-
peoil apeitalors. —PTT
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Al Phuket-Delhi
flight flagged as

‘serious incident’

AABIS
MVESTIGATING
the-&ir india

Phuket-Dehi figh
after it lost around 300 feet
during cruiss On AUGUST &
DGCA removed both pilots
from roster after classifing
the occurrence as a'senous
incident’,
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DGCARECORDS
889 TECH ISSUES
LASTYEAR

AVIATION
WATCHDOG
DGCA

— A | corded
BAY serious
technical
defects in flaghts
compared to 692 such
faults in 2024, according
to official data, The
number afserfous defects
recorded stood at 487
and 528 in 2023 and 2022,
respectively, In 2021, the
eountwas at 514 Thes
figures were shared by
Miniater of State for Civi
Aviation Murlidhar Mohol
inthe Lok Sabha, as part
of a written reply on
August & The minister
was respanding to
gueries by Congress
member Shyambkumar
Daulat Barve. Acoording
to Mohal, the Directorate
General ol Civl Aviation
(DGCA) has lald down
Civil Aviation
Reqguirements (CARS],
safety advisories,
directives and other
requlatorny instructions to
ensure safe aircrak
operations. FTI
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Are yesterday’s rules today’s problem?

THE YEAR 2006 marked a turning point
for the aviation sector in more ways than
one. It was the year IndiGo took to the
skies,promising affordable airtravel with
a no-frills model that would eventually
redefine the industry. It was also the year
Delhiand Mumbai airports were priva-
tised under the Operation, Management,
and Development Agreement (OMDA),
which contained animportantsafeguard.
Airport operators were barred from own-
ingmore than a 10% stake in an airline,
lest they use their control over airport
infrastructure tofavourtheir owncarrier.

Twenty years later, the government is
considering relaxing thatveryclause.

Atonelevel,the proposal appears con-
troversial. IndiGo promoter Rahul Bhatia
has warned that allowing airport opera-
tors to own airlines would create amassive
conflict of interestand eventually hurt
consumers. Akasa AirCEOVinay Dube,on
the other hand, has said that the country
needs more competition and more
investors, while expressing confidence
thatadequate safeguardscan bebuilt into
the system. The imme diate debate is,
therefore, about whether airport opera-
torssuch asthe Adani Group or GMRAIr-
portsshouldbeallowed to own airlines.

But thelarger story lieselsewhere. It is
in how dramatically the aviation sector
has changed since 2006 and how regula-
tion is now struggling to catch up with
that change.

When the OMDA was drafted, there
were no shortage of airlines. Jet Airways
dominated the market. Air India and
Indian Airlines were present. Kingfisher
Airlines was preparing for take-off. Air

RISHI RAJ

rishi.raj@expressindio.com

Deccan had made low-cost tlying fash-
ionable.Spicefet and GoAirwere expand-
ing. Paramount Airways and 5ahara Air-
lineswere in the market. Competitionwas
plentiful. The government’s concern was
understandable. It wanted to ensure that
a company controlling anairport did not
alsocontrolanairine, thereby creating the
possibility of discrimination in slot allo-
cation,airport charges,orterminal access.
The market, however,evolved verydif-
ferently from what the government or
regulatorshad imagined.
Over the next two
decades,aviationbecamea

Telecom and aviation have both consolidated over
two decades. Yet while one has accepted fewer

undergone asimilartransformation.
Intheearlyyearsoftelecom liberalisa-
tion, most circles had 10 or more opera-
tors. The government and the regulator
worried about spectrum concentration
and market dominance. Then economics
intervened. Fierce price wars, high capital
expenditure, and mounting debt trig-
gered consolidation.Today, there are three
private telecom operators, Yet the policy
comversationis no longerabout creating
10 operators again. Itis about ensuring
that the three remaining
players remain financially
healthy enough to keep

graveyard of once-promi- The DI?]EC‘I:WE '::f investing in networks while
nent brands. Jet Airways regulation remains  competingvigorously.
collapsed. Kingfisher disap- the same but the Aviation presents a

peared. Air Deccan van-
ished through mergers. Go
Firstshut down.Vistaraand
AirAsia India were folded
into Air India. What sur-
vived was not a monopoly
born of regulatory protection but a mar-
ket where relentless competition
rewarded the most efficient players and
punishedtherest.

Today, IndiGo alone carries about two-
thirds of domestic passengers, while the
Air India group has emerged as the sec-
ond dominant player. Together they
account for almost 90% of domestic
capacity. Ironically, the government is
now considering relaxing a rule framed
to prevent excessive concentration
because it believes the bigger problem is
the lackof enough competitors.

This is where the aviation debate
beginstoresemble anothersectorthat has

instruments may
need periodic
recalibration
.}

similardilemma,although
the government’sresponse
is different. Instead of
accepting consolidation as
the natural outcome of
market forces, it is explor-
ing ways to encourage new entrants by
wideningthe poolof potential promot-
ers. Relaxing cross-holding restrictions
for airport operators is one such idea.
Whether it succeeds is another matter.
Runningan airportand runningan air-
line are very different businesses. Air-
craftshortages, water-thin margins, and
volatile fuel prices have defeated far
more experienced airline promoters
thaninfrastructure companies.

Yet dismissing the proposal simply
because itoverturns a 20-year-old safe-
guardwould also bemissing the point.

Thereal question iswhetheraregulat-
ionframed forone market remainsappro-

players, the other is trying to create more

priate forafundamentallydifferent mar-
ket The concernsthat shaped the OMDA
have notdisappeared. Airport operators
owning airlines would undnubted]:..r req-
uire robust oversight. Butit is equally true
that slot allocation, security, and opera-
tional approvals today involve multiple
agencies,unliketwodecades ago.Regula-
toryinstitutions themselves have evolved.

This is adilemma that regulators acr-
oss sectors increasingly confront. Rules
framedtosolveyesterday’s problemoften
become constraints when marketschan-
ge.The objective of regulationremains the
same — protecting competition and con-
sumers — but the instruments mayneed
periodic recalibration.

That is why the debate should notbe
reduced towhetherAdaniorGMR should
own an airline. Nor should it become a
contest between the concerns expressed
by IndiGo and the optimism articulated
by Akasa Air. Those are immediate posi-
tions shaped by commercial interests.

The bigger policy question is whether
there’s aneed to preserve competition by
freezing regulations in time or by adapt-
ing them to changing market realities.
Twenty yearsago, the fearwasthat allow-
ing airport operators to own airlines
might create excessive concentration.
Today, the tearisthat too few airlines may
constrain competition and capacity.

Historyhasan interestingway of chal-
lenging assumptions. The monopolyreg-
ulators feared never emerged. Instead,
market forces produced a duopoly.The
government's latest proposal, perhaps, is
anacknowledgement thatregulation, like
markets, cannot remain frozen in 2 006.
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Air India pilot’s drug test needs
confirmation after altitude-loss

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
Meaw Delhi, August 9

THE PILOT-IN-COMMAMD of
anAbr India alre i that experi-
enced a sudden loss of altitude
during a Phuket-Delhi flighthas
undergone confirmatory test
ingafteran initial psychoactive
substance screening indicated
thas the result requires further
analysks, the Civil Aviation Min-
istry saldonSunday

I'he Aarbus A3 20, operating
flight AL237% from Phuket to
Delhi on August 4, lost about
300 feet of altitude durnng
crulse before stabilising and
landing safely in Delhi,

Afew passen gers and cabin
crewmembers reported tnjurics
dunngthe inodent The aimoaft
wascarmrying 137 passengers,

UNDER REVIEW

il

o e

-y "
o !

ETheAirbus 4320
lost about 300 feet of
alttude during crulse
before stabileing

B The incdenthas been
classified as a serous
incidant andis being
investigated by the AAIB

inchuding three infants and
eight crewmembers.

Both flight crew members
underwent mandatory pey

choactive substance soeening
following the incident, as
required under standard oper

ating procedures. The pilot-in

commands saniplewas ssnttoa
desgnater babaratony for con-
firmat oryanalysis, with the final
report awaited, the minkstry said
ina statement

Theincident has beenclassi
fied a5 a serious inddent and i
belng Investigated by the Alr-
craft Accident Investigation
Bureau (AAIR],

Pending completion of the
imvestigation and testing
process, the Directorate Goneral
of Civil Aviation (DGCA) has
takenboth fight oewmembers
of fihe roster. Furtheractionwill
be based oo the investigation
findings and confirmatory test
resiles, the ministrysaid.
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Pilots’ body requests
PM to replace DGCA

Dhairya Gajara

WILIM BLA)

The Federaton of Indian
Pilots (FIP) has urged Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
replace  the Directorate
General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA) with an auton-
omous statutory body, the
Civil Aviation Authority
(CAA) of India, to drive
structural reforms in the
aviation sector.

In a letter dated August 6,
FIP President Capt CS
Randhawa noted that the
DGCA's structure as an
attached office under the
Ministry of Civil Aviation
limits financial flexibility,
recruitment, and regulatory
oversight.

Unlike regional peers in
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and
Sri Lanka that possess inde-

pendent CAAs, the DGCA
relies on annual budget
allocations while user fees
go to the Consolidated Fund
of India.

The FIP estimated that a
CAA could generate Rs500
crore to Rs 700 crore
annually through cost-
recovery fees, compared to
current DGCA collections
of Rsl20 crore 1o Rsl50
crore, eliminating reliance
on government grants.

The transition would also
improve Flight Duty Time
Limitations monitoring and
pilot licensing processes.
First proposed after an
1CAO audit in 2006, a CAA
bill was introduced in 2013
but lapsed in 2014,

The FIP urged the Union
government o treat the
shift as a strategic invest-
ment.
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Pilots’ body requests
PM to replace DGCA

Dhairya Gajara pendent CAAs the DGCA
MUMEBA) relics on annual budget
S allocations while user fees
The Federaton of Indian goto the Consolidated Fund

Pilots (FIP) has urged Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
replace the Directorate
General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA) with an auton-
omous statutory body, the
Civil Aviation Authority
(CAA) of India,
structural reforms in the
aviation sector.

In a lerwer dated August 6,
FIP President Capt CS
Randhawa noted that the
DGCA's structure as an
attached office under the
Ministry of Civil Aviation
limits financial flexibility.
recruitment, and regulatory
oversight,

Unlike regional peers in
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and
Sri Lanka that possess inde-

to drive

of India.

The FIP estimated that a
CAA could generate Rs500
crore to Rs 700 crore
annually through cost-
recovery [Ug‘_\, J.'HIII','(I[".'[[ [o
current DGCA collections
of Rsl120 crore to Rsl50
crore, eliminating reliance
on government grants.

The transition would also
improve Flight Duty Time
Limitations monitering and
pilot licensing processes.
First proposed after an
1CAO audit in 2006, a CAA
bill was introduced in 2013
but lapsed in 2014.

The FIP urged the Union
government to treat the
shift as a strategic invest-
ment.
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[ PHUKET-DELHI FLIGHT TURBULENCE }

AAIB initiates probe, captain’s
dope test results awaited: Govt

HT Correspondent

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: The civil aviation
ministry on Sunday said the Air
Accident Investigation Bureau
(AAIB) has begun investigating
the turbulence-related incident
involving an Air India flight from
Phuket to Delhi on August4.

“The occurrence has been clas-
sified as a serious incident and is
under investigation by the Air-
craft Accident Investigation
Bureau (AAIB),” the ministry said
in a statement. The ministry had
earlier said the Directorate Gen-
eral of Civil Aviation (DGCA) was
investigating the matter.

The government also said a
psychoactive substance screening
test of the pilot in command (PIC)
returned a result requiring con-
firmatory testing. “As part of the
Standard Operating Procedures,,
both flight crew members under-
went the prescribed psychoactive
substance screening test. The
screening test in respect of the
PIC indicated a result requiring
confirmatory testing. Samples
have accordingly been sent to the
designated laboratory, and the
final report is awaited,” the state-
ment said.

The Air India A320 aircraft,
VT-EXO, operating flight Al 2379

Thcmrcra.l’tsuddeu]v druppecl
300 feet, leading to injuriestoa

few passengers. ANI

from Phuket to Delhi, experi-
enced a sudden loss of altitude
during cruise. The aircraft subse-
quently landed safely in Delhi. A
few passengers and cabin crew
members reported injuries dur-
ing the incident. The aircraft was
carrying 137 passengers.

Civil aviation minister Ram
Mohan Naidu said on August 6
that two crew members who suf-
fered spinal injuries remained
admitted to Fortis Hospital.

“Pending investigation and
completion of the prescribed
process, both flight crew mem-
bers have been taken off roster by
the DGCA. Further action, as

appropriate, will be taken based
on the outcome of the investiga-
tion and confirmatory test
results,” the government said.

An industry expert said, “The
first test that takes around three
hours, says ‘non-negative’ and not
positive. Then it's sent for a more
comprehensive and detailed test
which takes around three days.”

Earlier on Sunday, an Air India
spokesperson said, “We are aware
that a post-flight screening test
was conducted on the pilots in
accordance with applicable pro-
tocols. However, the results of the
test have not been shared with
Air India, and we are therefore
not in a position to comment on
any findings. We will continue to
cooperate with the relevant
authorities as required.”

Srikant Jha, a US resident who
was on board the flight, said, “My
family and [ found the pilot to be
shabbily dressed when we saw
him at the airport but that did not
raise an alarm then. It was after
the incident when he came out to
speak to the passengers that most
of us thought he was intoxicated
because he walked differently and
threatened us all to not shoot a
video.” Jha, whowas on a family
trip to Phuket, has complained on
the Air Sewa portal and also writ-
ten to the US embassy in India.
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Private trainer aircraft veers off
runway in Baramati, no casualty

Neha LM Tripathi and
Shrinivas Deshpande

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI/PUNE: A training air-
craft veered off the runway at
Maharashtra’s Baramati airport
on Sunday during a flying exercise,
the civil aviation ministry said on
Sunday, adding that nobody was
injured in the incident.

This is the third aircraft acci-
dentat Baramati since Nationalist
Congress Party (NCP) leader and
former Maharashtra deputy chief
minister Ajit Pawar's plane crash
in January this year.

The Cessna 172 aircraft, bearing
registration number VT-SEX, was
operated by Academy of Carver
Aviation — a Directorate General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA}approved
Flying Training Organisation
(FTO). The incident took place at
around 12.25pm after the aircraft
taxied for scheduled training exer-
cise ataround 12.09pm.

The aircraft was being
for a Circuit and Landing Emer-
gencies (CL Emergencies) training
exercise, the government said in a
statement. It was under the com-
mand of Capt Chirag Shashikant
Doifode, the flight instructor,
along with trainee Abhijeet Jun-
dre, the statement added.

During the course of the exer-
cise, the aircraft was unable to stop
within the paved runway surface

-

2

=Ty

The Cessna 172 aircraft was being operated for a training
exercise by Academy of Carver Aviation. PTI

and “veered off the extended
paved surface beyond the thresh-
old of Runway 29 towards the
right side, resulting in a runway
excursion,” the statement said.
Baramati acts like an aviation
training hub, as it is home to FTOs
Academy of Carver Aviation Pvt
Ltd and Redbird Flight Training
Academy for pilots’ training.
Pune rural superintendent of
police Sandeep Singh Gill said,
“The aircraft initially entered the
runway through Link Bravo,
lined up at the threshold of run-
way 29 and carried out a rejected
take-off. Thereafter, it was lined
up at the threshold of runway 11,
where another rejected take-off
was carried out. During the exer-
cise, the aircraft could not be
brought to a complete stop on the

runway and continued beyond
the threshold of runway 29.”

The incident comes at a time
when the Maharashtra govern-
ment is finalising a ¥100-crore
overhaul of the small, uncon-
trolled airstrip at Baramati.

It also comes months after two
other aircraft accidents in the
vicinity of the Baramati airstrip.

In January, a Learjet 45 oper-
ated by VSR Ventures crashed
while attempting to land at Bara-
mati, killing then deputy CM Ajit
Pawar and four others.

On May 13, a trainer aircraft
operated by the Redbird Flight
Training Academy crashed near
Gojubavi village, close to the air-
strip. The trainee pilot, who was
the only person on board,

escaped safely.
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A-1tlight turbulence:
Pilot’s sample sent for
confirmatory drug
test, result awaited

Plane saw sudden
loss of about 300 ft
of altitude, landed

with 17 injured

ENS Economic Bureau
New Delhi, August 9

A DOPE test conducted on the
pilot-in-command of the Air
India Phuket-Delhi flight that
encountered severe turbulence
onTuesday has generated are-
sult that requires confirmatory
testing, the Ministry of Civil
Aviation (MoCA) said. Samples
have been sent for confirm-
atory testing and the resultsare
awaited, it said.

According to sources, the
requirement of a confirmatory
test suggests that the inirtial

screening may have indicated
presence ofa psychoactive sub-
stance inthe sample. Confirm-
atory tests are required as cer-
tain foods and medicationscan
throw up false positives in in-
itial screenings.

In a release issued Sunday
evening, MoCA said both the pi-
lots have been off-rostered by the
Directorate General of Civil Avi-
ation (DGCA) pendingtheinves-
tigation, which is being con-
ducted by the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau (AAIB).

Air India said that while it
was aware of the post-flight
screening test conducted on
the pilots, the findings were not
shared with it.

The Air India Airbus A320
aircraft, operating from Phuket
to Delhi, encountered turbu-
lence whiile flying, which led to
asudden altitude dropofabout

»CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

Eug test

300 feet and caused injuries to
a few passengers and cabin
crew members. The flight
landed safely in Delhi with 17
people, including 13 passengers
and four crew members, requi-
ring hospital admission.

Theaircraft was carrying 137
passengers and eight crew
members. The planewas flying
over Odisha at an altitude of
about 36,000 feet when the
incident occurred, according to
flight tracking data.

“As part of the Standard Op-
erating Procedures following
such an occurrence, both flight
crew members underwent the
prescribed psychoactive sub-
stance screening test. The
screening test in respect of the
Pilot-in-Command (PIC) indi-
cated a result requiring con-
firmatory testing. Samples have
accordingly been sent to the
designated laboratory for con-
firmatory analysis, and the final
report is awaited,” MoCA said.

“The occurrence has been
classified as a Serious Incident
and isunderinvestigation bythe
Aireraft Accident Investigation
Bureau (AAIB). Pending investi-
gation and completion of the
prescribed process, both flight
crew members have been taken

off roster by the DGCA. Further
action, as appropriate, will be
taken based on the outcome of
the investigation and confirm-
atory test resulis,” it said.

Upon landing in Delhi, the
aircraft was moved to a hangar
and its flight data recorder and
cockpit voice recorder secured
for detailed examination as
part of the investigation. On
Tuesday, MoCA had said that
the DGCA wasinvestigating the
incident. But since it has been
classified as a serious incident,
it will now be probed by the
AAIB. The bureau is expected
to investigate all aspects of the
incident, includingits handling
by the pilots. In that context,
the final drug test result could
be significant.

“We are aware that a post-
flight screening test was con-
ducted on the pilots in accord-
ancewith applicable protocols.
However, the results of the test
have not been shared with Air
India, and we are therefore not
in a position to comment on
any findings. Air India under-
takes regular drug testing of
crew members in compliance
with civil aviation regulations,
independent of any specific
flight or operational incident.
We will continue to cooperate
withthe relevant authorities as
required,” an Air India spokes-
person said.
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THE NUMBER STOOD AT 692 IN 2024

‘DGCA records 889 serious
tech defects in flights last year’

The umber of serious defects stood at 487 & 528 in 2023
and 2022, respectively. In 2021, the count was at 514

OUR CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI: Aviation watch-
dog DGCA recorded 889 seri-
ous technical defects in flights
compared Lo 692 such faults in
2024, according to official data.

The number of serious
defects recorded stood at 487
and 528 in 2023 and 2022,
respectively. In 2021, the count
was af 514

These figures were shared
by Minister of State for Civil
Aviation Murlidhar Mohol in
the Lok Sabha, as part of a writ-
ten reply on Augiast 6.

The minister was respond-
ing to queries by Congress
member Shyamkumar Daulat
Barve.

According 1o Mohaol,
the Directorate General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA)
has laid down Civil Avia-
tion Requirements (CARs),
safety advisories, directives
and other rEgulalu_r:r instrusc-
fons to ensure safe aircraft
speraticns.

“For monitoring compli-
nce, DGCA has a systematic
safety oversight mechanism
sncompassing all atreraft and
sirport operators.

“The safety oversight pro-
sess includes regulatory andits,

# Mhshaf of State for Civil Aviation Murlidhar Mohel

sald, DGCA has laid dewn Civil Aviation Requirements
(CARs), safety advisories, directives and ather regulatory
instructions to ensure safe aircraft operations

» DGCA tock action for safaty violatians related to airlines
& MRO in 42 coses last year, while the count was at 31
in 2024. In 2023, the number stood at 24, and 7 and 1
in 2022 and 2021, respectively, the data showed

night surveillance, mamp
inspections, spot checks and
special audits. DGCA publishes
the Annual Surveillance Plan
{ ASP) on its website” he said.
According 1o the data,
DGOCA took action for s.a.ﬁ:l:r
violations related to aidines

and MRO (Maintenance,
Repair and Owerhaul) in 42
cases last year, while the count
was at 31 in 2024,

In 2023, the number stood
at 24, and 7 and 1 in 2022 and
221, respectively, the data
!hu'w:d_ﬂp ‘
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“Triple hydraulic systems failure behind
Al Phuket-Delhi ﬂlght’s altitude loss’

S LALITHA @ New Dethi

THE sudden altitude loss in the
Adr India flight from Delhi to
Phuket on August 4—which
caused injuries to 17 people on
board—was due to a major
technical fault and the timely
action by
r| 1 the pilots
I \ I &, averted a
i L major trag-
edy, it is
learnt.
While atmospheric weather
conditions were initially
blamed for the mishap, new in-
formation indicates that there
were issues with the aircraft.
The statement issued by Adr
India initially attributed the in-
cident to “brief in-Aight turbu-
lenee resulting in momentary

EXCLUSIVE

FILEPIC

change in altitude”. Another
statement issued hours later
changed it to “sudden loss of
altitude during cruize”, drop-
ping the word “turbulence’.
Captain Sam Thomas, presi-
dent, Airline Pilot Association
of India, said the flight had tri-
ple hydraulic systems failure.

Pilots de-rostered;
dope tests done

Directorate General of Civil
Aviation has derostered both
the pilots of the Air India
plane from Phuket to Delhi.
After one of the pilots tested
positive in the initial dope
test, another confirmatory
test was carried out. The
results are awaited | P7

“The A320 plane was entering
Jharsuguda in Odisha around
10.30 pm when the Pilot-in-
Command realised the aircraft
had a triple hvdraulic systems
failure. Theze systems take
care of flight controls and gen-
eral functioning of the plane.
The Flight Captain immediate-

Iy asked the co-pilot to take the
nose down. This took the air-
craft down by 300 feet. The dip
in altitude creates a negative G
and that only caused the pas-
sengers to be thrown around.
This quick action by the cock-
pit crew is responsihle for sav-
ing countless lives on board.”

Explaining the technical as-
pects, he added: “An Airbus
A320 has three hydraulic reser-
voirs located in the belly of the
aireraft. Pipes and steel tubes
running from them connect
them with the systems in the
control surfaces of the plane.™

Failure of all three is a rare
gecurrence, he said. “In such
situations, the cockpit crew
may take the plane down by
even up to 800 feet to stabilise
it," he explained.



QORITY OF INDIA

AIRPORISAUTH

Corporate Communications Directorate

THE MORMNING STANDARD

DELHI

10 AUGUST 2026

Second result of Phuket flight
pilot’s dope test awaited: Govt

5 LALITHA @ Mew Delhi

BOTH the pilots on board the
Air India plane from Phuket to
Delhi on August 4 have been
derostered by the aviation reg-
ulator;, the Directorate General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA). The
lab results of the confirmatory
test, carried out after an earlier
dope test in which one of the
pilots tested positive, is await-
ed, said the Ministry of Civil
Aviation. After a loss in alti-
tude by about 300 feet and sub-
sequent turbulence, at least 17
people were injured.

In an official statement, the
ministry said that Air India
A320 aircraft Al 2379 with 137
passengers and § crew mem-
bers onboard, experienced a
sudden loss of altitude of near-
ly 300 feet, following which the
aircraft stabilised and subse-
quently landed safely in Delhi.
A few passengers and cabin
crew members were reportedly
imjured. It has been classified as
a ‘serious incident’ and the Afr-
craft Accident Investigation
Bureau (AAIB) is probing the
incident, it said.

“As part of the Standard Op-
erating Procedures following
such an occurrence, both flight

Pilot on anti-depressants

A source close to the pilot said.
“He had merely taken anti-
depressant tablets. The
components in it were giving the
result. He had not taken any
banned substance”

crew members underwent the
prescribed psychoactive sub-
stance screening test. The
sereening test in respect of the
Pilot-in-Command indicated a
result requiring confirmatory
testing. Samples have accord-
ingly been sent to the designat-
ed laboratory for confirmatory
analysis, and the final report is
awaited,” the statement said.
“Pending investigation and
completion of prescribed proc-
ess, both flight crew members
have been taken off roster by
the DGCA. Further action, as
appropriate, will be taken based

on the outcome of the investi-
gation and confirmatory test
results,” the ministry added,

Since this was considered an
accident where major injuries
were sustained, the AAIB asked
airport authorities in Delhi to
carry out these tests. A source
said, “After the arrival of the
plane, the pilots were subjected
to a breathalyser test for alco-
hol content and it was negative.
Blood and urine tests were con-
ducted. As the result was posi-
tive for psychotropic substanc-
es for the Pilot-in-Command,
another confirmatory test has
been conducted and the results
have been sent to a certified lab
for confirmation.” Hair sam-
ples were also taken, he added.

A source close to the pilot
said that the pilot was on anti-
depressant medication. “He
had merely taken anti-depres-
sant tablets. The components
in it were giving the result. He
had not taken anv banned sub-
stance,” the source said.

Air India refused to comment
citing pending lab results. “The
results of the test have not been
shared with Air India, and we
are therefore not in a position
to comment,” read a statement
by the airline.
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Al pilot undergoes tests after drug screening

ASHOKE RAJ W New Delhi

The pilot-in-command of an
Air India Airbus A320 that
experienced a sudden loss of
altitude during a Phuket-
Delhi flight on August 4 has
been subjected to further
testing after an initial screen-
ing for psychoactive sub-
stances returned a result
requiring confirmatory
analysis, the Ministry of Civil
Aviation said on Sunday.
The development comes
days after Air India fight
Al2379, operating from

Phuket to Delhi, experienced
a sudden loss of approxi-
mately 300 feet during
cruise. The aircraft subse-
quently stabilised and
landed safely in Delhi. A few
passengers and members
of the cabin crew reported
injuries during the incident.

According to the min-

istry, both members of the
flight crew underwent the
prescribed psychoactive
substance screening after
the incident, in line with
standard procedures. The
screening result of the
pilot-in-command indicat-
ed that the sample required
confirmatory testing.
“Samples have accord-
ingly been sent to the des-
ignated laboratory for con-
firmataory analysis, and the
final report is awaited,”
the ministry said.
CONTINUED ON > P4

Al pilot undergoes tests
after drug screening

The ministry stressed that further action would
depend on the outcome of the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau (AAIB) investigation and the
confirmatory laboratory report. The incident has
been classified as a serious incident and is being
investigated by the AAIB.

Air India said it was aware that post-llight screen-
ing had been conducted on the pilots but stressed
that the airline had not received the results. “We
are aware that a post-flight screening test was con-
ducted on the pilots in accordance with applica-
ble protocols. However, the results of the test have
not been shared with Air India, and we are there-
fore notin a position to comment on any findings,”
an Air India spokesperson said.

The airline also said such testing is conduct-
ed regularly as part of its regulatory compliance
and is not limited to flights involved in opera-
tional incidents. “Air India undertakes regular

drug testing of crew members in compliance
with civil aviation regulations, independent of
any specific flight or operational incident. We will
continue to cooperate with the relevant author-
ities as required,” the airline said.

As the investigation and confirmatory testing
continue, the Directorate General of Civil Aviation
{DGCA) has taken both members of the flight
crew off the fiying roster.

The ministry said any further action would be
determined by the findings of the investigation
and the final laboratory report.

The distinction between an initial screening
result and a confirmed laboratory finding is sig-
nificant. A non-negative or a result requiring
further analysis at the screening stage does not,
by itself, establish that a pilot consumed or was
impaired by a prohibited substance.

The incident occurred on August £ when Air
India’s Airbus A320, registration VT-EXO, operat-
ing flight Al2379 from Phuket to Delhi, experi-
enced a sudden loss of approximately 300 feet
during the cruise phase.

The aircraft stabilised following the event and
continued to Delhi, where it landed safely. The
flight was carrying 137 passengers, including
three infants, and eight crew members - fwo
pilots and six cabin crew members, according
to the Ministry of Civil Aviation.

The sudden change in altitude resulted in
injuries to some passengers and cabin
crew members.

The AAIB is examining the circumstances sur-
rounding the altitude loss. Authorities have not
yetannounced a final cause for the incident, nor
have they established any connection between
the pilot’s initial screening result and the aircraft's
sudden loss of altitude.

Investigators are expected to examine multi-
ple aspects of the occurrence, including the air-
craft's response to the turbulence, the crew’s han-
dling of the event, weather conditions and the
aircraft's technical condition.

For now, the confirmatory laboratory analy-
sis remains pending, and the broader safety
investigation is continuing.

The aviation ministry and DGCA have said they
remain committed to maintaining aviation
safety standards and ensuring that the incident
is investigated in accordance with prescribed reg-
ularions and procedures.

Until the laboratory report and investigation
are completed, no definitive conclusion can be
drawn regarding the pilot's screening result or
whether psychoactive substances played any role
in the incident.
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Phuket-Delhiflightincident: Air India pilot’s
screeningtestrequires confirmatory analysis

STATES MAN NEWS SERVICE
New Dhediv, 9 Avggu st

The screening test of the
pilot-in-command (PIC) ol an
Adr India A320 that sulTered
asuddenbssolaltinde during
a Phuket-Delhi Might on 4
August has indicated a result
meauiring conlirmatory lesting,
the Ministry of Civil Aviation
said on Sunday. Sampleshave
been sent to a designated
Laboseztory and the Hnalre port
is awatited.

The ministry said both Qight
crewmembers underwent the
prescribed psychoactive
substance screening lest s
part of standard operating
procedures [ollowing the
incident. Pending the
ivestigation and completion
of the testing process, the

Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA) has Laken
both pilots off the moster.

The Ministry of Civil Aviation
said in a statement: "On
0408.2026, M/s Air India
A3 aireralt VT-ENO, operating
[light AI2379 [rom Phukel to
Delhi, experienced aswdden
lorss of altinsde ofapprosimately
300 feetduringeniise, [olowing
which the aircralt stabilised
and subssquently landed safely
at Delhi”

It added: “During the
occurrence, injuries were
reported Lo a few passengers
and cabin crew members on
Board The alremll wascirryving
137 passengers, including 03
infants, and 08 coew members
comprising two pilots and six
cabin crew.”

On the pilot testing, the

ministry said: “As part of the
Sundard Operating Prowdures
followi ng such an occurrence,
both Might erew members
underwent the prescribed
pevictictive sulsine: sreoing
test. The sereening test in
respectof the Plot-in-Commend
(PCHndicateda result mouiring
conlimmatory Ltesting.”

“Samples have accordingly
been sent to the designated
laboratory for confirmatory
anlysis, amd the lnal report
is awaited,” it said.

The ministry said the
occurrence had been elassifed
as a Serous Incidentand was
being investigated by the
Adreralft Avcident Investigation
Bureau (AAIB).

It further stated: “Pending
investigation and completion
olthe preseribed process, both

Qight crew membershuve been
Laken offroster by the DGCA.
Further action, as appropriate,
will be taken hased on the
outoome of the investigation
and confirmatory st resuls”

The ministry also stressed
Lt the semening resull mouiring
conlirmation should not be
treated asa inal finding, with
the designated laboratory's
analysis and the AAIB
investipation sill pending,

The ministry said: “The
Ministry ol Civil Aviation and
the DGCA remains [irmly
commilted Lo maintaining the
highest standards ol aviation
salety and ensuring that all
such oocurrenoes ane thomghly
investigated and appropriate
action is taken in accordince
with the prescribed regulations
and procedures”
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Phuket-Del flight capt
+ve for dope: Sources

Saurabh.Sinha
@timesofindia.com

New Delhi: Thecaptainoper-
ating Air India’s turbulence-
hit Phuket-Delhi flight Tues-
day (Aug 4) reportedly tested
positive in a psychoactive
substances {(dope) test con-
ducted on arrival, according
to multiple sources. The air-
line did not either confirm or
deny it, saying while the tests
were conducted, the results
have not been shared with it.

“We are aware that a post-
flight screening test was con-

ducted on the pilots in accord-
ance with applicable proto-
cols, However, the results of
the test have not been shared
with Air India, and we are
therefore not in a position to
comumenton any findings,” an
Al spokesperson said.

The Airbus A320 with 145
people on board encountered
turbulence near Odisha and
then suddenly dropped 300
feet. On arrival in Delhi, 13
passengers and four crew
members were hospitalised.
DGCA is probing the case.
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Air India pilots

D Dope test of turbulent Al
grounded till

flight’s pilot ‘not negative’,

probe is over sent for confirmation: Govt
» Continued from P1L
1_) Cwﬂ Ammw Ve @limesofindia.com Training aircraft veers
mé'ﬁxﬁt(mﬁ New Delhi: The captain o Oi Baramati airstrip

choactive substances) is non-
negative, the employee shall
be immediately removed
from the safety sensitive duty
till a confirmatory report is
roceived. In case of positive
confirmatory test for the first
time, the concerned employes
shall be referred by the orga-
nisation” forde-addiction.
Multiple passengers and
cabin crow members on
board the Airbas A320 oper-
atingas AlZ70 were injured
when it snddenly lost alti-
tude. The plane later landed
safely in Delhi. “As standard
operating procedures  fol-
lowing such an cccurrence,
both flight crew members
underwent the prescribed
psychoactive substance
screening test. The screen-
ing test in respect of the pi-
Tot-in-command (PIC) indi-
cated a result requiring con-
firmatory testing. Samples
have been sent to the desig-
nated laboratory for confir-
matory analysis, and the fi-
nal report is awaited,” the
ministry statementadded.
Both the pilots have been
taken off flying duty by the
DCCA, pending investigation.

AirIndia's Ang 4 Phuket-Del-
hiflight, which experienced a
suddenloss of altitndeof abo-
ut 300 feet, was subjected toa
psychoactive substance {(do-
pe) screening test on arrival,
whaose result was “not negati-
vie" and has been sent for con-
firmatory tests, the aviation
ministry said Sunday.

TOI had exclusively re-
ported on Sunday that the pi-
lotof the tarbulence-hitflight
may have failed the dope test.

The ministry has classifi-
ed the incident, which led to17
people being hospitalised, as
serious and said Aircraft Ac-
cident Investipation Burean

training aircraft veered

off the ronway during a
training exercise at Baramati
airstripon Sunday afternoon
— the third mishap at the air-
strip this year: Ajit Pawarand
four others died in a crash
here on Jan 28, Another acei-
dent involving a training air-
craft cocurred in May Pé

(AATR) will probe it

“Further action, as appro-
priate, will be taken based on
the outcome of the investiga-
tion and confirmatory test re-
sults," it said.

»Pulled from duty, P 6
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Al pilottoundergo
confirmatorydrug

testpost-screening
SHEKHAR SINGH

L THTTHTLAT SR R TR T T o

NEW DELHI, AUGUST §

A drug screening of the pilot-
im-command of an Air India
Phuket-Delhi flight that sud-
denly lost around 300 ft in
altitude during cruise on
Aupust 4 has retumed a
mesult requiring confirmato-
ry testing, with the sample
sent to adesgnated laborato-
ry even ad the DGCAhas tak-
en both pilots off the roster
pending the outeome.

The Mimnistry of Civil Avia-
tion said on Sunday that the
sereening was conducted as
part of the prescribed proce-
dure after the incident imvolyv-
ing Air India's A320 aircraft
VEEXD, opemting fOight
ATZATH from Phulkeet to Delhi,

The aireraft, carnying 137 pas-
sengers, ncluding three
infants, and eight crew mem-
bers — two pilots and sk cabin
crew— subserquently stabilised
and Linded safely in Dielhi.

The developpment comes
amid reports that the pilot
had failed a post-flight drug
test. However, the ministry

CONTINUED 0N PAGE 4

Alpilottoundergo
confirmatory...

FROM PAGE 1
said the mmitwl screening of
the pilotincommand had
produced a result requinng
confimmatory testing and that
the final report was awaited,
Air India, too, said it had not
received the test results and
was therefore not ina position
to comment an any findings,
“We are aware that a post-
flight screening test was con-
durted on the pilots in aceor
dance  with  applicable
protocols.  However,  the
results of the test have not
been shared with Air India,
and we are therefore not in a
position to comment on any
findings," an airline
spokes person said. The min-
istry said samples had been
sent to the designated Iabors
tory for confirmatory anabysis,
Pending completion of the
prescribed  process, both
flight crew members have
been taken off the roster by
the DGCA, while further
action will depend on the
outeome of the nvestipa-
tion and the confirmatory
test results.
It has also been formally

test results.

It has also been formally
classified as a “serious inck
dent” and is tnder mvestipa-
tion by the Aircraft Accident
Imvestipation Buresat.

The Federation of Indian
Pilots said the final report
should be awaited before
drawing any conclusion,
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