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Delhi airport
named best in
India, South Asia

EXPRESS NEWS SERYVICE & MewDelhi

DELHI'S Indira Gandhi Inter-
national Airport (IGIA) was
named the ‘Best Airport in In-
dia and South Asia’ at the 2026
World Airport Awards by Sky-
trax in London on Thursday

It also climbed to the third
place globally in the 70+ mil-
lion passengers category, up
from eighth spot last vear.

According to an official re-
leaze, the airport—operated by
Delhi International Airport
Limited (DIAL), a consortium
led by GMR Airports Limit-
ed—alzo improved its overall
global ranking to 28th in 2026,
from the 32nd in 2025. It re-
mains the only Indian airport
among the world's top 30. The
awards are based on the World
Adrport Survey by Skytrax,
which gathers feedback from
passengers of over 100 nation-
alities over seven months, as-
seszing facilities, service gual-
ity and experience.

Videh Kumar Jaipuriar, CEO
of DIAL, said, *We are honoured
to be recognised as the best air
port in India and South Asia for
the eight consecutive yvear.”
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CRACKDOWN | Foreign Drone Network Exposed

Drone terror plot busted

at Lucknow alr

UP State Bureau
LUCKNOW

A major terror conspiracy
linked to drone warfare was
busted after foreign nationals,
including Ukrainian ex-sol-
diers, were detained at air-
ports including Lucknow. The
arrests were part of a coordi-
nated operation by the
National Investigation Agency,
exposing an alleged interna-
tional network involved in ter-
ror training and drone supply.

According to investigators,
six. Ukrainian nationals along
with a US citizen were taken
into custody from airports in
Lucknow, Delhi, and Kolkarta.
The suspects had reportedly
entered India on tourist visas
and later travelled to sensitive
border areas like Mizoram
without required permits
before illegally crossing into
Myanmar. Officials revealed
that the group was involved in
supplving drones from Europe
and providing training to
Myanmar-based ethnic armed

groups, which are believed to
have links with anti-India
insurgent outfits. These groups
were allegedly trained in
drone operations, assembly,
and jamming technologies,
raising serious national secur-
ity concerns.

Investigations further sug-
gest that the accused were part
of a larger network, with more
associates suspected to be

Foreign ex-soldiers
held, NIA probes
cross-border
conspiracy
S

involved. The NIA has invoked
provisions of the Unlawful
Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA) and is analyzing digital
evidence, financial links, and

port

travel routes to uncover the
full extent of the conspiracy.

The arrested individuals
have been remanded to cus-
tody as agencies continue
interrogation. Security
agencies are on high alert, con-
sidering the growing threat of
drone-based terror activities
and cross-border collabora-
tions targeting India’s internal
security.
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Hydroponic cannabis
found at Gaya airport

Avinash Kumar
letters@hindustantimeas com

PATNA: The custom department
on Wednesday recovered hydro-
ponic cannabis worth %10 crore
from two suspicious bag from
Gaya International Airport. The
bags were lying unclaimed but
no one came to pick up the con-
signment.

Official familiar with the mat-
ter said, two suspicious bags
arrived on a scheduled flight of
Thai Airways from Bangkok on
March 14 were separated by cus-
toms officials during the invest-
gation.

Authorities became suspi-
cious of the condition of the bag
and the contents in it, after

which they were placed under
surveillance. These bags
remained unclaimed at the air-
port for three consecutive days,
but no passenger came to pick
them up. This deepened the cus-
toms department’s suspicions,
after which officials decided to
search the bag under the rules.
During the search, about 10
kilograms of hydroponic contra-
bands was recovered from the
bag. The consignments said to be
high quality and higher cost. Its
value in the international market
is estimated to be around %10
crore. Customs officials say the
case could be linked to interna-
tional drug trafficking and the
role of the organised gang
behind it cannot be ruled out.
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Adani’s Mumbai airport takes
Jet Airways dues row to NCLAT

s
kriskna yadavigivernint com
NEW DELHI

autam  Adani-owned
Mumbsi International
Airport Lid has mowved

the National Company Law
Appeliate Tribunal agzainst the
licpuickator of bankrup Jet Adr
ways, challenging the denial of
full parking, storage and han
pardues, and downgrading its
status as unsecured creditor.

An NCLAT bench led by
chairperson Justice Ashok
Bhushan on Thursday issued o
notice to et Alrwayvs liquida-
tor, Satish Kurnar Gupta, and
listed the matter for hearing
on 24 April. The tribunal also
reconded Gupia’s assurance
thet no dishbursal o creditors
will be miade until the KCLAT
decides the matter.

MIAL had subanitted claims
of over 1860 crone towards
parking, storage, hangar and
redated fees after Jet Airways
aircralt remained parked at
the Ml airport forseveral
vears [ollowing the airline’s
collapse in 2008,

NCLT s Mumbai bench, in
1% 15 February order, sdmitted

AR

NELAT has halted payouts and
issued notice to lquidator st

about L510.75 crore of MIAL s
claim, rejecting the resi. Ina
similar outcome, GMEB-oper
atedd Delhi International Air
port Lid iDLAL) sow only whout
1244 crore of its 1352 crore
claim admitted. The tribunal
alsn upheld the Hguidator's
decision 1o treat airports as
unsecured creditors, a classifi
cation that plaoes them lower
in the repayment hicrrchy
durring bankmuptey or liguida-
tionwith limited say inthe res
olution process, tvpically
resulting inweaker recoveries.

The NCLT suid airport rubes
allow detention of aireraft for

non-pavment of dues. but do
not create i legal charge over
asseis, Onee loquidsation starts,
claims must be settled strictly
under the Insolvency and
Bankruptoy Code (IBO) water
fall, or the: order of priority in
which creditors are repaid.
LUnpder Sevtion 53 of the 1IBC
that dicals with the liquidation
waterfall, insohvency costs are
patied first, followed by secured
croditors and workmen's dues.
Urperational creditors, inclued
iz airponts, rank much lower.
Mint had carlier reported
that if the NCLT ruling is
upheld, it could weaken air
ports’ barraining power in air
line insolvencies, as they lose
pricrity in recoveries and
influence over proceedings.
The dispute over airpor
thuess s alsa linkoed to the sale ol
three grounded Jet Airways'
Boeing 777-300ER that were
parked ot the Mombod airpont
since 2018, In 2022, Malia
based Ace Aviation agreed 1o
by the aireraft for about 1400
crore, but the sale was deloyved
duee 1o litigation with the air
port over unpaid dues.
For an extended vevsion of
tivix sfory, mo fo livemint .com.
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Airport proximity
rule stifling B'luru’s

growth, says DKS

TiMes NEws NETWORK

Bengaluru/New Delhi:
Deputy chief minister D K
Shivakumar Wednesday said
stringent height restrictions
imposed by civil aviation au-
thorities and defence estab-
lishments are impacting Ben-
galuru's urban expansion. He
said these restrictions make
it difficult to meet demands
of a growing population.

“We are unable to widen
roads,” Shivakumar said in
Delhi. “On one side, there is
HAL Airport and on the other
Kempegowda Airport. In be-
tween, there is Jakkur Air-
field, and the Air Force base
at Yelahanka. High-rise con-
struction is not permitted for
several kilometres around
these areas.”

He raised the issue during
a meeting with Union eivil
aviation minister Kinjarapu
Ram Mohan Naidu and urged
the Centre to relax norms to
align Bengaluru with other
metro cities,

Shivakumar said major
projects have been affected
due to these curbs. “I pro-
posed a skyvdeck project and
worked on it for nearly two-
and-a-half years, but eventu-
ally we had to shift it be-
cause HAL said nothing can

HIGH-FLYING: DK Shivakumar
with Union minister Ram Mohan
Naidu in Delhi on Wednesday

be done within a 20km ra-
dius,” he said.

He said restrictions are
also undermining benefits
of the premium floor area
ratio introduced by the govt.
“Developers are willing to
pay, but they can't use it.
This is affecting govt reve-
nue,” he said.

Shivakumar said Bengal-
uru faces far stricter norms
compared to other cities.
“Such curbs are compara-
tively less in Hyderabad and
Mumbai. We requested the
Centre to ensure the same
norms for Karnataka.” He
said the Centre has promised
areview “The problem exists
in other states, and they have
promised a comprehensive
approach. We will continue to
exert pressure,” he said.
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Delhi airport
best in India
& South Asia

New Delhi: Delhi
Airport has been na-
med the best airport
in India and South
Asia at the 2026
World Airport
Awards by Skytrax.
Operated and mana-
ged by Delhi Interna-
tional Airport Limi-
ted, IGI Airport has
also improved its
overall global ran-
king to 28th in 2026
from 32nd in 2025
Additionally, Delhi
Airport has also im-
proved its ranking
among the world’s
top 10 airports in the
70+ million-passeng-
er category from
eighth in 2025 to
third in 2026. s
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The Indira Gandhi Iniﬂmﬂhmal.ﬁ.rm:t in Mew Del'u secured thetﬂe
of "Best Airport in India and South Asia" for the 8th consecutive year.

IGI Airportsoarsin
regional rankings

TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE

NEW DELHI, MARCH 19
Delhi's Indira Gandhi Inter-
national Airport secured the
title of “Best Arport in India
and South Asia™ at the presti-
glous Shytrax World Airport
Awards 2026 for the eighth
cunsecutive vear
Operated by Dethi Interna-
tional Airport Limited (DAL,
a consortium ked by GMRE Air
impmwved its global standing,
nsing to the 28th position from
i32nd place last year It is the
only Indian airport to f=ature
among the worldd’s top 30, In
the high-traffic category of air-
ports handling over 70 million
passengers annually, the air
purrt elimbed up to the 3rd spot
this year (from fBth in 2025),
placing it among the word top
10 inthe segment.

The recognition hiphlights
the airport's consistent foeus
on service excellence, infra-
structure development and
adoption of advanced tech-
nologies. The latest win
marks an unbmoken streak of
aceolades from 2019 to 2026,

reinfordng its reputation asa
workd-class transit hub.,
Additionally, the airport was
awarded for having the “2nd
Best Airport Staff in India
and South Asia” and secured
the Tth position among the
world's best layover airports,
Its prowing prominence as a
global  transit peint  has
enabled stronger connectivity
between Southeast Asgia
Europe and North America.
The awards are based on the
global airport survey concct-
ed by Skytrax, which gathers
pas senger feedback from over
100 nationalities over a seven-
maonth evaliuation period, The
assessment covers key parmm-
eters including airport facili-
ties, service guality and overall
passenger experience;, The
awards ceremony was held at
the Passenper Terminal
EXPO in London,

DIAL CEO Videh Fumar
Jarpliriar said the recognition
reaffirmed the airport’s com-
mitment to dedivenng a world-
dlass passenger expenence. He
credited passengers, partners
and emplovees for ther sup-
portin achieving the milestone.
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Air India, Air India Exp
start operations from T2

GUWAHATI, March 18:
Alr Inaics sed Ar Inelia Express
have commenced all fight op-
erations from the newly mmi-
gurated Termimal 2 (T2) of
Lokpriya Gopinmath Berdolon
International Amport, Giwa-
hati, starting Tuesday.

The move marks a signifi-
cant milestone m strength-
enmng ar connectivity to and
from the Northeast.

The first Air India Qight to
arrive at the new terminal
wis Al ETO from Dielhi, which
touched down earlier today,
[ts return service, AL 880 to
Delhy, became Air India’s in-
aupuril departure from T2,

Marking the occasion, Air
India added a touch of As-
sam's rich colture for guests
travelling on the maogural
flight Al 879. Passengers
were served narikolor laru
omn board, and the first check
in guest was honoured with
a tratitiona] Assamese pomi-

su, celebrating the airline’s
commitment to connectng
cultures and commuinities,

A India currently oper-
ates two daily return fights
between Dethi and Guwaha-
ti, while Air India Express
comnects Guwahatt with 17
dinly flights to Bengaluru,
Chennai, Delhi, Dibrugarh,
Dimapur. Hyderabad, Im-
phal, Jaipur, and Kolkata.

Air India Express also
marked its operation from the
new terminal with fight 1X
1517 from Kolkata, which was
the airfine's first arrval at T2,
The flight’s anward leg to Im-
phal became Air India Ex-
press's manden departure from
the new Glity

Ground teams of both Air
India and Awr India Express
are fully geared to welcome
pguests at the new terminal
and provide seamless sup-
port and assistance, stated a
press release.
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60% airline seats
to be free: DGCA

DC CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 18

In a major reliel (o pas-
sengers, the Directorate-
General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA) has ordered all
domestic airlines to keep
at least 60 per cent of
seats on all Nights [ree of
charge to ensure falr
access. It has also direct-
ed that passengers travel-
ling on the same PNR
should be seated together,
preferably in  adjacent
seals.

The aviation regulator's
maves come against the
backdrop of rising con-
cerns that airlines are
levying high charges for
various services, includ-
ing for choosing seats. Al
present, 20 per cent of
seats can be booked free
of charge, while the rest
is paid. The rates of seats
are as per location, with
the front row costing the
maximum, [ollowed by
window and aisle seats.
Seats in the centre and in
the back rows near toilets
cost less. Ina post on X on
Wednesday, Union civil
aviation minister K.
Rammohan Naidu said
important directions
have heen issued to
further strengthen
passenger facilita-
tion measures, “Sixty
per cent seais froe of
charge, assured seating
together for families, and
clear, transparent norms
for carriage of sports
equipment, musical
instruments and pets,” he
said. According to him,
there will be stronger
enforcement and wisibili-
ty of passenger rights,
including during delays
and cancellations,

As per DGCA orders,
carriage of sports equip-
ment and musical instru-
ments to be facilitated in

« THE AVIATION reg-
ulator's moves come
against the back-
drop of rising con-
cerns that airlines
are levying high ch-
arges for various se-

ces, including for
choosing seats. At
present, 20% of
seats can be booked
free of charge, while
the rest is paid.

A transparent manner,
subject to applicable safe-
ty and operational regu-
lations, Besides, airlines
shall also bring out clear,
transparent policles for
carriage of pets.

Strict adherence tn pas-
senger rights framework,
particularly in cases of
delays, cancellations and
dented boarding; promi-
nent display of passenger
rights across airline web-
sites, mohile applica-
tions, booking platforms,
and airport counters;
and, clear communica-
tion of passenger entitle-
menls in regional lan-
guages to ensure
wider accessi-
bility and
AWArENEss are
other provi-
slons that the
airlines  have
heen told to fol-

low to further
strengthen passenger
convenience, transparen:
ey and unlformity of
practices across airlines.
“The ministry of clvil
aviation remains commit-
ted to enhancing passen-
gor experience. ensuring
transparency, reducing
grievances and uphaold-
ing the highest standards
af safety across the avia-
tion ecosystem,” the min-
istry said in a statement.
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Airlines mandated to allocate
00% seats without extra fee

NEW DELHI, DHNS: The Min-
istry of Civil Aviation (MoCA)
has directed all airlines to en-
sure that at least 60% of seats
on every flight are allocated
free of charge.

The ministry's directions,
aimed at further strengthen-
ing passenger convenience,
transparency and uniformity of
practices across airlines, have
been conveyed to the airlines
through the Directorate Gen-
eral of Civil Aviation, an official
statement said on Wednesday.

Withairlinescharging extra
for choosing seats and other

facilities, the new guidelines
mandate that at least 60% of
seats must be allocated free of
charge, Passengers travelling
onthe same PNR must be seat-
ed together, it said.

The new guidelines also
mandate carriage of sports
equipment and musical in-
struments in a “transparent
and passenger-friendly man-
ner,” subject to safety regu-
lations. Airlines should also
bring out clear, transparent
policiesfor the carriage of pets,
the guidelines say.

» 60% flight seats, Page 4

Airlines mandated to allocate...

60% flight seats, from
Page1l

There should be strictadher-
ence to the passenger rights
framework, particularly in
cases of delays, cancella-
tions and denied boarding.
Passenger rights should be
prominently displayed across
airline websites, mobile appli-
cations, booking platforms,
and airport counters.

There should be clear
communication of passen-
ger entitlements in regional
languages to ensure wider
accessibility and awareness,
itadded.

Recalling that India has
emerged as the third-largest
domestic aviation market
globally, with air travel be-

coming increasingly acces-
sible and inclusive under the
UDAN scheme, the ministry
said it remains committed
to enhancing the passenger
experience, ensuring trans-
parency, reducing grievanc-
es, and upholding the highest
standardsofsafety acrossthe
aviation ecosystem.

Passenger facilitation re-
mains the highest priority of
the Ministry of Civil Aviation,
In line with this commitment,
the ministry has undertaken
several passenger-centric
initiatives to enhance ease of
travel, including UDAN Yatri
Cafes for affordable food,
‘Flybrary’ for free access to
books and provision of free
Wi-Fi at airports, the state-
ment added,
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India, Europe Look
to Add MoreFlights
on Rising Demand

Al, Lufthansa among
airlines increasing
direct connectivity
amid the Gulf crisis

Arindam Majumder
& Anumeha Chaturvedi

New Delhi: Airlines from India
and Europe are mounting more
flights to connect their respective
markets with operations to the
Gulf remaining severely disrup-
ted due to the Iran war.

Air India has been at the forefront
of this exercise. Between
March 10 and 18, the Tata
Group-owned carrier -
operated 78 additional in-
ternational flights,
adding 17,660 ex-
tra seats
across ni-
ne rou-
tes

linking Delhi and Mumbai with
cities in Europe, the US, Maldives,
and SriLanka.Itisalsooperating
36 additional flights from Delhi
and Mumbai to European cities,
besides Toronto. Lufthansa re-
cently said it is deploying bigger
planes between Delhi and Mum-
baitoMunich. Air France-KLM is
also using bigger jets on flights
from several Asian cities inclu-
ding Mumbai, in response to in-
creased demandandflight cancel-
lations by Gulf-based airlines.

British Airways is adding flights
between London and Delhi. Travel
industry experts termed it as a na-
tural realignment rather than a di-
rect competitive move, stating that
in the short term, there may see a
shift in preference towards direct
flights, especially among premium
and business travellers prioriti-
sing safety and convenience.

“With ongoing uncertainty in
West Asia, airlines—both Euro-
pean carriers and Air India—are
proactively strengthening direct
connectivity to ensure reliability
and passenger confidence,” said
Ravi Gosain, president at the In-
dian Association of Tour Opera-
tors (IATO). “For travellers, this
means greater choice, reduced
dependence on transit hubs, and
potentially more stable fares on
key India-Europe routes.”

Taking Off

AIR INDIA

Air India operated 78 additional
int'l flights during March 10-18

LUFTHANSA
Deploying bigger planes

between Delhi and
Mumbai to Munich

AIR FRANCE-KLM
Flying bigger jets on
flights from cities in Asia
BRITISH AIRWAYS

Increasing flights between
London and Delhi

72

Wl
'~ For long,
airlines like

Air India,

Lufthansa,
British Airwa-
ys, and Air
France-KLM
have faced Increasing
competition from Gulf
airlines, which often offer cheaper
fares for passengers willing to
transit via hub airports in Dubai,
Doha, and Abu Dhabi.

The Middle East has a natural ge-
ographicadvantageasaround two-
thirds of the world’s population 1i-
ve within a four-hour flight of Du-

4

bai which lies at a

— crossroads con-

: 5 necting Europe,
#;LL':::::SG Asila, and Africa.

extra flights Surbny  dre

from Delhi ign alrlmes domi-

- nate the interna-

and Mumbai tional long-haul

t? Fu gl market from India

Cities besides with morethanan

Toronto

80% share. In 2025,
nearly 40% of Indianfliersto Euro-
pe and North America took Middle
East airlines flying through con-
necting hubs airports in the Gulf.
Anil Kalsi, board member at
thne Federation of Associations
in Indian Tourism and Hospitali-
ty (FAITH) said airlines are expe-
riencing exceptionally high load
factors, with many flights opera-
ting at near or full capacity. In se-
veral cases, seat availability has
dried up, and airfares have sur-
ged significantly—often multi-
pletimes the usuallevels.
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Flight seats: 60% sans fees

FPJ News Service
MUMBAI

The Directorate General of
Civil Aviatdon (DGCA) has
issned new directives to curb
rising air travel costs linked to
seat selection. In a significant
move o protect passenger in-
terests, the regulator has tar-
geted the practce of
"unbundling” services, ensur-
11'tg th{{( most p'i‘i‘iE]'l.gCl"S can
secure seats without extra
charges.

said, "I've got feedback from many different air-

l lnion civil aviation minister Ram Mohan Naidu

ports and passengers where they've talked about
how the fare system in the purchase of seats was
slightly pinching them at different levels. When you're
booking a ticket, no matter where you want to selecta
seat, you have to pay additional amount. That is not
going to happen. This is the instruction that we have
given to the airlines and to the DGCA."

Under the new directives,
airlines are mandated to allo-
cate at least 0% of seats free of
cost. This will reduce the need
for passengers to pay extra to

select seats, fundamentally al-
tering how airlines manage
cabin inventory.

} Contdon | nation

60% of flight seats to...

The move ensures that a majority of seats remain
available for free selection, preventing carriers
from monetising all available space and imposing
hidden costs during booking.

The DGCA has also addressed the issue of sep-
arating travel companions. The directives state
that passengers booked under the same passenger
name record (PNR) should be seated together,
“preferrably” in adjacent seats. Airlines are
expected to refine seat allocation systems to
prioritise contiguous seating, ensuring that
families and friends are not split across the air-
craft, which often caused logistical difficulties and
emotional stress during the boarding process.

Additionally, the carriage of sports equipment
and musical instruments will be made easier, with
airlines directed to facilitate transportation in a
transparent and passenger-friendly manner in
line with safety and operational norms. Airlines
have also been asked to introduce clear policies
for carrying pets. Notably, Akasa Air and Air India
already have established frameworks for pet
travel.
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AIRLINES RESUME
FLIGHTS TO DUBAI
AFTER CURBS END

NEW DELHI: Indian airlines on
Wednesday began resuming servi-
ces to Dubai, after the city's
authorities lifted a bar on foreign
carriers landing at the interna-
tional airport, services at which
have been hobbled since a drone
strike on Monday.

AirIndia and Air India Express
detailed plans to fly jets to Dubai
International Airport, the world's
busiest aviation hub for interna-
tional flights after an update from
the civil aviation authority. IndiGo
said it resumed those services at
4pm Dubai time on Wednesday.
The airlines did not specify the
number of flights that would make
the trip.

The airport on Monday evening
suspended landings for all foreign
carriers hours after a drone struck
a fuel tank at the complex.
will operate 48 scheduled and
non-scheduled flights to and from
West Asia on (Thursday).

IndiGo, in a statement on X,
said: “Following the latest update
from the Dubai Civil Aviation
Authority, flight operations to and
from Dubai have resumed with
etfect from 1600 hrs (DXB local
time) on 18 March 2026."

Akasa Air said it would progres-
sively restore select services in
West Asia. “Starting today
(Wednesday), flights will begin
operating toffrom Riyadh and
Mumbai,” the airline said on X.en
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Airlines must ofter 60%
seats without extra fees

HT Correspondent
letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: Airlines must allo-
cate 60% of seats on a flight
without additional selection
charges while ensuring that
passengers on the same book-
ing are grouped together, the
civil aviation ministry said on
Wednesday in a stack of direc-
tions aimed at bulking up pas-
senger rights and curbing arbi-
trary carrier practices.

Orders that cement these
directions will be issued on
Thursday, people aware of the
matter said.

“To further strengthen pas-
Senger convenience, transpar-
ency and uniformity of prac-
tices across airlines, the Minis-
try has issued directions
through the DGCA... a mini-
mum of 60% of seats on any
flight to be allocated free of
charge to ensure fair access.”

Indian airlines charge pas-
sengers an ancillary fee to book
seats of their choice during the
web check-in process. For
instance, a bulk of the 180 seats
on a jet like the Airbus A320
need to be paid for, over and
above the ticket price, on a
scale. Seats towards the front of
the aircraft and window seats
are usually costlier.

Between 5% and 15% of seats
on a flight do not have an ancil-
lary charge.

To be sure, these charges are
not applicable for checkins at

It also directed airlines to ensure that passengers travelling on

the same PNR code should be seated together.

the airport.

The steps are being taken as
part of a broader push to stan-
dardise services across the sec-
tor, the government said on
Wednesday. It also directed
airlines to ensure that passen-
gers travelling on the same
PNR (Passenger Name Record)
code should be seated together,
“preferably in adjacent seats.”

“Carriage of sports equip-
ment and musical instruments
to be facilitated in a transpar-
ent and passenger-friendly

ISTOCKPHOTO

manner, subject to applicable
safety and operational regula-
tions. Airlines shall also bring
out clear, transparent policies
for carriage of pets,” said the
ministry statement.

The government also
directed airlines to strictly
adhere to the passenger rights
framework, particularly in
cases of delays, cancellations
and in instances where fliers
were not allowed to board.

Experts however said
Wednesday's directions were

vaguely worded and may leave
the door open for airlines to
charge passengers for the
remaining 40% seats even for
check-ins at the airport.

“The directive is a bit confus-
ing at this stage. Conceptually,
if a passenger has not
checked-in online and decides
to do it after reaching the air-
port, considering that he defi-
nitely wouldn't fall under the
60% criteria, they may be asked
to pay for the seat,” an industry
insider said.

Others said the order would
slash revenue for jets.

A former bureaucrat said,
“This directive is a dent in reve-
nue for a flight with low load
factor. For instance, if the load
factor of a flight is 65% then it's
a loss to that airline, since
charging money for selecting
seats is a hot selling revenue
option for them.”

MOCA also directed airlines
to have a prominent display of
passenger rights across airline
websites, mobile applications,
booking platforms, and airport
counters.

It also asked them to have a
clear communication of pas-
senger entitlements in regional
languages to ensure wider
accessibility and awareness.

The directions come at a
time when India has emerged
as the world’s third-largest
domestic aviation market, with
airports handling over 500,000
passengers every day.
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{ OUR TAKE }
Giving wings to
passenger rights

Government intervention to safeguard the
rights of air passengers is timely

he set of directives issued by the ministry of

civil aviation through DGCA to airlines,

among them the order to offer at least 60%

of seats on a flight without any extra charge
to passengers checking in online and to seat fliers
with the same PNR together, should help the cause
of passenger rights in the third-largest domestic
aviation market in the world.

Given that the Indian civil aviation space isa near
duopoly — with IndiGo and Air India accounting for
the bulkof the market — such regulatory intervention
also signals an attempt to discipline the key players
that are setting the tone for the others. For instance, all
airlines now charge for seat preference, a practice that
was unheard of in the Indian market till a little over a
decade ago. For long, airlines have argued that basic
fares are kept low by having an opt-in — those checking
in online can choose not to select seats in advance and
instead be assigned these, quite like those checking in
at the airport— and making seat preference arevenue
stream. However, in practice, there has always been
significant arbitrariness here, and the practice has
become an easy revenue stream for airlines. What
began as a charge for a few seats in the front of the
aircraft now covers anywhere between 85-95% of the
seats ona flight. Regulators elsewhere, too, are
clamping down on such practices through various
routes — from mandating upfront disclosure of the full
cost in the ticket price to rules on seating young
children along with accompanying adults.

So, the intervention by the ministry comesas a
welcome relief for fliers (the daily average is 500,000
domestic passengers). Airlines have also been told to
comply with passenger rights, especially in cases of
delays, cancellations and denied boarding, which came
under the scanner during the mass cancellations in
IndiGo flights in November last year. Similarly,
directives that sports equipment and musical
instruments must be transported in a passenger-
friendly manner, clear policies for carrying pets, and
display of passenger rights on airline websites, mobile
apps, booking platforms and atairport counters,
including in regional languages, should ease air travel.
Passenger convenience and rights have to be privileged
in what is essentially a service.
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Flight diversion leaves
passengers stranded
inside aircraft for hours

The Hindu Bureau
CHENNAIL

Passengers on a flight from
Dehradun to Bengaluru
were made to wait inside
the aircraft for over two-
and-a-half hours at Chen-
nai airport on Wednesday
night, after the flight was
unable to land in Bengalu-
ru owing to inclement
weather. According to pas-
sengers, they boarded the
Air India Express flight in
Dehradun at 2.55 p.m.
Around 20 minutes before
it could land in Bengaluru,
it was diverted to Chennai.

After a more than two-
and-half-hour wait inside
the aircraft, the passengers
were allowed to deboard
and were taken to the ter-
minal in the Chennai air-
port.

Recounting the long
wait in the aircraft, Vidya
Dinakaran, one of the pas-
sengers, said they were not
allowed to disembark even
after landing in Chennai.
“Even those who were
scheduled to take a con-
necting flight from Benga-
luru to Chennai were not
allowed to deboard,” she
said.

The passengers had
been waiting since around
8 p.m., and many, includ-
ing children and the elder-
ly, were seated on the

Anxious moments: Passengers waiting inside the Air India Express
flight at the Chennai airport. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

ramp until 11 p.m. due to
discomfort inside the air-
craft. A medical emergen-
cy involving an elderly wo-
man was reported, and
medical staff at the airport
attended to her, Ms. Dinak-
aran said.

Another passenger, Pra-
modini Prashanth, said
they were informed that
thunderstorms in Bengalu-
ru had affected the landing
there.

“We are grateful to have
landed safely in Chennai,
but there are no facilities
for us here. There were no
charging points, and pas-
sengers were borrowing
devices,” she added.

During the long wait in-
side the aircraft, several
passengers were willing to
make their own arrange-

ments to return home but
were not allowed to leave
by the airline authorities,
she said.

“We had to wait for the
weather to improve in Ben-
galuru airport. There were
many flights diverted to
Chennai airport due to bad
weather in Bengaluru. We
were quickly arranging for
the refuelling process for
the flight and for the other
resources to deboard the
passengers to the terminal.
Since the aircraft were
parked in remote bays it
took time for the resources
to reach and to deplane the
passengers. All stranded
passengers were given ho-
tel accommodation, and
the option to reschedule or
receive a full refund,” an
airline source said.
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India becomes 3rd-largest
domestic aviation market

Government unveils passenger-friendly measures

MNARESH BISWANI

NEW DELHI: India has solidi-
fied its position as the world’s
third-largest domestic aviation
market, driven by expand-
ing connectivity and rising
passenger demand, with the
government highlighting the
transformative impact of the
UDAN Scheme in making
air travel more accessible and
inclusive.

According to officials,
Indian airports are now han-
dling over five lakh passengers
daily, reflecting the sectors
rapid growth trajectory. In
response, the Ministry of
Civil Aviation has introduced
a series of passenger-centric
initiatives aimed at enhancing
convenience and overall travel
experience.

Among the key measures
are the launch of “UDAN
Yatri Cafés” to provide afford-
able food options, “Flybrary”
facilities offering free access
to books, and expanded free

INSIGHT

» Airlines h-uve- been .

instructed to formulate
transparent and
passenger-friendly
policies

» Indian airports are

now handling over five
lakh passengers daily,

reflecting the sector’s
rapid growth trajectory

Wi-Fi services across airports.
These initiatives are expected
to improve passenger comfort,
particularly for budget travelers
and those on regional routes.

In a significant regulatory
push, the Ministry, through the
Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA), has issued
fresh guidelines to ensure trans-
parency, fairness, and uniform
practices across airlines.

The directives mandate
clearer policies on the carriage
of sports equipment and musi-
cal instruments, provided they
meet safety norms.

Airlines have also been
instructed to formulate trans-
parent and passenger-friendly
policies regarding the carriage
of pets, an area that has often
been a source of confusion and
grievances among travellers.

The new framework places
strong emphasis on passenger
rights, particularly in cases of
delays, cancellations, or denied
boarding.

Airlines must now promi-
nently display passenger rights
information on their websites,
mobile applications, booking
counters, and at airports.
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AKASA AIR FLIGHT
STRUCK BY LIGHTNING

An Akasa Air Boeing 737 MAX
flight from Phuket to Bengaluru
was struck by lightning on
Wednesday amid adverse weather
and safely diverted to Chennai. The
airline confirmed that flight QP 624
landed without incident and has
been grounded for routine safety
checks. The strike occurred while
the aircraft encountered turbulent
weather conditions en route. Akasa
Air said its pilots and crew followed
established safety protocols,
ensuring the safety of passengers
and crew. The exact number of
passengers onboard has not been
disclosed. In a statement, the
airline emphasized that lightning
strikes are a known and
manageable occumrence in
aviation. “Aircraft are designed and
certified to safely withstand
lightning, and our teams are
trained to handle such situations
with the highest safety standards,”
it said.
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Air India, Air India Express
increase flights to GCC countries:

New Delhi: Air India and Air India Express will operate a
combined total of 48 scheduled and chartered flights to and
from Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries on 19
March. In addition to their regular operations, the airlines
will run 32 extracharter flights to the UAE and Saudi
Arabia. These flights depend on slot availability and local
conditions at departure points and have secured all required
approvals from [ndian and regional authorities. Flights to
Jeddah and Muscat will operate as per the existing
schedule. Sixteen flights are scheduled between Indiaand
Jeddah, including Air India’s return services from Delhi and
Mumbai and Air India Express flights from Bengaluru,
Hyderabad, and Kozhikode. Additionally, Air India Express
will operate six services to Muscat, connecting Delhi,
Kozhikode, and Mumbai.

The Statesman ' 20 farch 2056 &3
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No extra levy for
60% flight seats

OLR BUREAL

New Delhi: The civil aviation
ministry on Wednesday said
airlines had been asked not to
levy additlonal charges for 60
per cent of seats on domestic
fghts.

“Minimum 60 per cont of
seats on any fllght to be allo-
cated free of charge to ensure
fair access.” the government
directed the airlines.

The alrfines have also been
asked to ensure that those
travelling on the same pas-
Sengel name record (PNR) are
seated together on a flleht.

The development comes
dgilnst the backdrop of fsing
conoerns that atrlines are lov-
¥ing hlgh charges for various
services, Including choosing
proferpoed seats.

Thedirections are almed at
strengthening passengar con-
venlence, transparency and

miformity of practices across
alritnes,

“Carriage of sports eguip-
mentand musical instruments
to be facilitated In a transpar-
ont and passenger-friendly
manner, subject to appllcable
safety and operational regula-
tons. Atrlines shall also bring
out clear, ransparont pollcles
for the carriage of pets,” the
government's statement sald

Adrlines have been asked to
clearly communicate DASSEN-
gor entitlements in reglonal
languages o ensure wider ac-
cossibllity and awarenass and
to strictly adhere t0 the pas-
sengsT rights framework, par-
tleularly In cases of delay, can-
collation and denled boarding,

Prominent display of pas-
senger rights across alrline
websltes, moblle applications,
booking platforms and alr-
port counters has also bean
advised.
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Gulf Air to operate flights to Chennai via
Dammam after Bahrain closes airspace

Tines News NETwoRrk

Chennai: Gulf Air, national
carrier of Bahrain, will tempo-
rarilyv operate its flights to
Chennai from Dammam, Saudi
Arabia, as Bahrain's airspace
remains closed due to prolong-
ed escalation in the region.

In its latest communication,
theairline hasannounced it has
expanded its temporary net-
work via Dammam and that
passengers can book flights via
Dammam to multiple destina-

Chennai,
Mumbai, London, Bangkok and

tions, including

Frankfurt, for travel until
March 28.

The Dammam-Chennai
flight will depart from King

Fahd International Airport in

Dammam at 5pm (local time)
daily, while the Chennai-Dam-
mam flight will depart from
Chennaiat3.20am.

“Regular services will resu-
me once the Bahrain civil avia-
tionaffairs confirmsthe safere-
opening of the airspace,” the
airlinesaid.

Gulf Airwill arrange trans-
portbetween Bahrain and Dam-
mam for passengers with con-
firmed tickets and assist with
Saudi transit visas for those
using its land transfer services.
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