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Ganja from Bangkok busted at airport

engaluru Customs officials at
BKempeguwda International

Airport in Bengaluru
intercepted two passengers arriving
from Bangkok on February 19 and
seized 1.9 kilograms of hydroponic
ganja concealed in their cabin
baggage. The contraband, estimated
to be worth around ¥66.5 lakh in
the illegal market, was reportedly
hidden inside food packets to avoid
detection during routine screening,

Acting on suspicion, officers carried
out a detailed examination of
the luggage and discovered the
narcotic substance carefully packed
within food items. Authorities later
confirmed on X that the seized
material was hydroponic ganja,
a high-potency form of cannabis
grown using advanced cultivation
techniques. The accused have been
arrested under NDPS Act and a
probe is on, —BMB
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KUMEBH COUNTDOWN | New terminal, 24 counters, ring road planned before 2027 Kumbh Mela

Nashik airport gets 3572 crore boost

FPJ News Network

HASHIK
Preparations for the Simhastha
Kumbh Mela 2027 have gath-
ered pace with the state gov-
ernment initiating a major
expansion of Ozar (Nashik)
Airport, including a new inte-
grated terminal and wipling of
passenger handling capacity.
The project, estimated at Rs572
crove, is expected to be com-
pleted with testing and trial
operations by March 2027

Maharashtra Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis recently
lald the foundation stone for
the terminal project. The
entire costwill be borne by the
state  government. Officials
said the estimated cost of
Rs572 crore may rise to RsG4d
crave. The upgraded airport is
expected o operate at Full
capacity ahead of the Kumbh
Mela.

The new integrated ter-
minal will cover around 18250
square metres and focus on
passenger comfort and oper-
ational efficiency. The cument
handling capacity of 300 pas-
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sengers per hour will increase

w LO00 passengers per hour

after expansion. A total of 24
checlein  counters will be
installed to expedite the pro-
cess. An serobridge will allow
passengers to board aircraft
directly from the terminal
without walking on the tar-
mac. Modemn security screen-
ing systems and faster baggage
handling carousels will be
inroduced. The apron area

UGS, v T

will expand to 115000 square
metres, and aircraft parking
bays will increase from six to
12. A proposal to construct a

paralle]l rumway is also under

discussion with technical assis-
tance from Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited.

In addition to the airport

upgrade, a 66.15km-long outer

ring road is being constructed
to ease traffic congestion in the
city. The Maharashtra State

Infrastructure Development
Corporation is implementing
the project ata cost of Rs7.922
crore. Around 386 hectares of
land will be acquired from 25
villages. An  amount of
Rs385947 crore will be spent
on land acquisition, while the
civil construction cost will be
borne by the Ministry of Road
Transport and Highways.
Kumbh Mela Authority
Commissioner Shekhar Singh

.m New integrated terminal: = Security and baggagn. o

A new terminal with an
area of about 18,250 sgq m
Is to be built.

¥ Passenger capacity:
Currently, passenger
handling capacity will
increase to 1,000 per hour
from current 300.

# Check-in counters: 24
check-in counters will be
installed, which will speed
upthe check-in process.
¥ Aerobridge: Passengers
will be able to board the
alrcraft directly from the
terminal.

sald, “Discussions are ongoing
with the farmers. Appropriate
compensation will be given as
per government rules. This
road will be importantin facili
tating traffic management in
the city during the Kumbh
Mela”

Lakhs of devotees from
across the country and abroad
are expected to attend the
Simhastha  Kumbh — Mela.
Officials said existing airport

Modern security
screening systems and
fast baggage handling
carousel will be installed.

W Apron expansion: The
apron area will be
increased to 115,000 sq
m. The aircraft parking
bays will increase from 6
to12

1 Parallel runway: A
proposal to build a
parallel runway is under
discussion with the
technical assistance of
HAL.

infrastructure may prove inad-
equate to handle the surge in
passenger traffic. The state
government aims to develop
Nashilk into an intemational-
class religious tourism centre
through the airport expansion
and ring road project. Once
completed, the projects are
expected to provide significant
convenience to residents and
visiting devotees during the
Kumbh Mela and thereafter.
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Cab bookings to restaurant recommendations:
Trial run of Al robot begms at Pune airport

Shubham Kurale
Pune, February 21

FLYERS ARRIVING at Pune Air-
port this week may find them-
selves getting directions from a
humanoid robot. Spaceo M1, an
Al-powered robot developed by
Pune-based Muks Robotics, has
begun an8-to10-daytrial unat
the airport, marking the first
deployment of its kind at Pune
airport.

The robot is currently sta-
tioned on the arrival side of
the terminal, helping travellers
with basic queries, from
tourist attractions in Pune to
cab bookings and restaurant
recommendations.

Speaking to The Indian Ex-
press, Dr Mukesh Bangar,
founder and CEO, Muks Ro-
botics, said the robotisdesigned
tobesocially interactiveand can
perform over 35 tasks indepen-
dently.

“It can provide real-time
flight information, announce

Passengers interact with Spaceo M1 at the Pune airport. expaess

gate changes, guide passengers
to check-in counters, boarding
gates, washrooms, and otherair-
port facilities. If a passenger
scans their ticket's QR code, the
robot can instantly display the
boarding gate numbert, provided
it has been integrated with live
flight schedule data, which is
part of the plan,” Bangar ex-
plained.

What sets Spaceo M1 apart
from standard kiosks or screens
is its ability to move. “Being

wheel-based, it can navigate flat
surfaces autonomously and, ifa
passenger needs more than just
directions, itcan physically walk
alongside them to the destina-
tion,” Bangar said.

“The robot also carries lug-
gage, up to 60 kg, and has sen-
sorstodetect suspicious activity,
making it potentially useful not
just for passenger assistance but
also for basic security monitor-
ing,” headded.

Forinternational travellersor

non-natives, the language bar-
rier is another problem Spaceo
M1 addresses. “It supports over
85 languages, including Hindi,
English, Marathi, Tamil, Telugu,
among others, and can com-
municate easily across all of
them,” Bangar stated.

The current testing phase,
which began on Friday, is fo-
cused on assessing how the
robot handles the airport en-
vironment, crowds, different
spaces, and varying levels of
footfall. The areas being tested
include the entrance, check-in
and check-out zones, boarding
gates, and baggage claim.

Speaking about the trials,
Pune Airport Director Santosh
Dhoke said, “A private entity had
approached us for testing the
robot with passenger assistance
services. We have granted them
permission for testing for 8-10
days. They will monitor its per-
formance, passenger response,
and technical capabilities.”

If the trials go well, there are

plans to integrate the robot into
airport operations. Bangar said,
“At leastthree such robots would
beneededtocoveranairportthe
size of Pune’s.”

Moreover, inthe firstweek of
March, SpaceoMlisexpectedio
be put on trial at the Pune
Metro's Civil Court station.
There are also plans to deploy it
at the Navi Mumbai Interna-
tional Airport near Nerul.

Bipedal model

Onelimitation of the current
muodel is that it is wheel-based,
which meansit can only operate
on flat, unobstructed surfaces.
Multi-floor navigation, taking a
lift, for instance, is not yet
possible.

But Muks Robotics is work-
ing on a bipedal locomotion
model that would allow the
robot to move on two legs, simi-
lar to a human, and handle dif-
ferent floorsindependently. “We
are hopeful this version will be
ready by the end of 2026,” said
Bangar.
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Navi Mumbai
airport
launches
DigiYatra at
its facility

MUMBAIL: MNavi Mum-
bai International Airport
(NMIA) has announced the
launch of DigiYatra at its
facility, nearly two months
after the commencement
of commercial operations.

MMIA digitally joined
the Civil Aviation Minis-
try’s nationwide DigiYatra
rollout alongside five other
airports across the country,
the private airport opera-
tor said in a statcment on
Friday.

The inauguration was
conducted remotely, with
the proceedings streamed
live inside the terminal for
visiting passengers, it said,
add.LnE that taEcrfnarI: the
occasion, three passengers
ceremnonially nsed the Drigi-
Yatra e-gates and performed
aﬂbbmsiuttingm bio-
metric entry points.

DigiYatra leverages
facial recognition technol-
ogy to enable contactless
and paperless passenger
Pprocessing at airport check-
points, reducing wait times
while incorporating robust
data privacy and security
safeguards, NMIA said.
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App-based cab drivers allege harassment
by local operators at Bagdogra Airport

OUR CORRESPONDENT

SILIGURI: Tension surfaced
at Bagdogra Airport after
online app-based cab driv-
ers alleged harassment and
obstruction by local trans-
port operators in the airport
area. The aggrieved drivers
have approached the admin-
istration seeking immedi-
ate intervention and have
warned of launching a hun-
ger strike if the issue is not
resolved promptly.
According to the drivers,
passengers today increas-
ingly rely on government-
backed platforms such as the
Yatri Sathi application, along
with various private ride-
booking apps, to book cabs
conveniently. However, they

App-based cab drivers approached the administration with their
grievances

App cab drivers
seek intervention
by authorities

allege that local drivers oper-
ating in and around the air-
port are preventing app-based
cab drivers from picking
up passengers.

The cab drivers claim that
they are often stopped from
entering the airport prem-
ises to pick and drop off pas-
sengers. In some instances,
passengers are also alleg-
edly forced to get down from
booked vehicles.

Protesting against the
alleged harassment, members
of the All Bengal Trinamool

Cab Drivers and Operators
Union submitted memoran-
dums to the Siliguri Police
Commissionerate and the 5il-
iguri Sub-Divisional Officer’s
office on Friday, demanding
administrative intervention.

Mrinal Barman, secre-
tary of the union, stated that
the situation has persisted for
nearly 15 days. “Local driv-
ers are assaulting app-based
cab drivers. This cannot be
tolerated. We are demanding
immediate action from the
administration,” he said.

The union has warned that
if swift steps are not taken to
ensure the safety and oper-
ational rights of online cab
drivers, its members will
resort to a hunger strike in
the coming days.
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TN govt to firm up road connectivity to
proposed Parandur Greenfield Airport

CSHIVAKUMAR @ Chennai

THE Tamil Nadu government
has begun preparatory works
to firm up read connectivity to
the proposed Parandur Green-
field Airport by identifying two
priority corridors to link the
new aviation hub with Chennai
and key industrial belts, ac-
cording to sources,

The first project involves
widening of the existing Pallur-
Sogandi Road, a major district
road, over a length of 23.8 km.
The corridor is proposed to be
developed with a 60m right of
way, including a 9.2-km rerout-
ed stretch skirting the bound-
ary of the proposed airport.

Officials have suggested a
four-lane carriageway with
service roads on either side,
with some flexibility on the re-
routed portion to reduce land
requirements. Additionally, a
section of State Highway 58 be-

tween the expressway inter-
change and the Pallur-Sogandi
Road is also proposed to be wid-
ened to handle the anticipated
spike in traffic volume.

The second corridor is a new
greenfield link from the Ora-
gadam-Chevyar Industrial Cor-
ridor (OCIC) to the airport,
aimed at providing direct ac-
cess from south Chennail and
the GST Road. The 30.7-km
route would run from Singap-
erumal Koil to Parandur via SH
58, the Chennai Peripheral
Ring Road, and the Manni-
vakkam-0OCIC stretch. The pro-
posal envisages a four-lane car-
riageway with grade-separated
entry and exit ramps.
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Al, Al Express to shift domestic
operations to T2 from March 29

Tinmes News NETwWoRK

Ahmedabad: The domestic
operations of Air India and
Air India Express are likely
to shift to Terminal 2 (T2) of
the Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel
International Airport in Ah-
medabad from March 29, so-
urces privy to the develop-
ment said.

The change coincides
with the rollout of the sum-
mer schedule to be imple-
mented by the Directorate
General of Civil Aviation.
The shift comes after the
completionof infrastructure
upgrades at T2. In April 2023,
Air India had temporarily
moved its domestic services
to Terminal 1 (T1). The two
airlines combined operate 38
domestic flights, including
arrivals and departures.

Airport sources indica-
ted that the consolidation
was expected {o ease pas-
senger movement and impro-

ve operational efficiency,
particularly as traffic builds
up during the peak summer
travel period.

“With upgraded facilities
now ready at T2, authorities
are looking to optimise ter-
minal usage and reduce
congestion across the air-
port. T2 has recently under-
gone major upgrades, inclu-
ding additional check-in co-
unters, improved transit
flowwithin the terminal, and
expanded food courts, among

other enhancements. A new
domestic lounge is also set to
become operational soon,”
said a source familiar with
the development.

While AirIndiaisthefirst
to formally confirm the shift,
more airlines are likely to
move select domestic opera-
tions to T2 in the coming
months as part of broader
terminal rationalisation
plans. Sources said the air-
port operator is in talks with
otherairlines.
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Low-cost airport food outlet
Udaan Yatri Café opens at T2

Mumbai: Udaan Yatri Café, the low-cost airport food outlet offe-
ring refreshments and snacks at prices ranging from Rs10to Rs
20, was inaugurated at Mumbai airport Terminal 2 on Friday.
The cage, e-inaugurated by civil aviation minister Kinjara-
pu Rammohan Naidu, is located in the check-in area between
gatesland 2 at departures, said MumbaiInternational Airport
Ltd (MIAL). The menu covers beverages and eatables inclu-
ding tea, coffee, bottled water, snacks and desserts. While a
bottle of water and tea are priced at Rs 10, the other items inclu-
ding coffee, samosa and ‘sweet of the day’ are priced at Rs 20.
The first Udaan Yatri Caté was inaugurated at Kolkata air-
port in Dec 2024. Currently, these low-cost cafes are operational
at other airports as well which include Chennai, Pune, Bhuba-
neshwar, Ahmedabad, and Vijaywada. The Udaan Yatri Café
aims to provide quality food at accessible prices, making air-
port dining more affordable for passengers, said MIAL.
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Govt releases 1500 cr more
for Kangra airport expansion

150 hectares already acquired for the project, affecting 942 families
SIEWENE 5N RUNWAY TO BE EXPANDED TO 3,010 METRES

THINENE NEWS SEEVNCE

sion, the runway will be

DHARAMSALA, FEBRUARY 21
The state povernment has
released a fresh installment
afRs 500 crore for the expan-
sion of the Gaggal airport in
Kangra distnct. With this,
the local sdministration has
recetved a total of Rs 1,960
crore to speed up land acoui-
sittion for the amports
expansion. Deputy Commis-
stoner, Kangra, Hemrsy Bair-
wa said thal more than Re
1,500 crore had already been
transferred as compensation
directly to the bank accounts
of the Bmibes whose land
had been acquired for the air-
port project.

He gaid that 150 hectares
had been acquired for the
airport’s expansion project,
affecting 2 families of the
area. “With additional K= 500
crore released recently, the
process of the disburserment
of compensation has now
been expedited,” he added

Bairwa said that the total

After the airporl’s expansion, the rurmway will be etended
to 3,010 metres, enabling the operation of larger aircraft
with over 180 seats, induding Arbus A3 20 and Boeing 737

compensation  requirermnent
was expected to reach amund
Rs 2500 crore. However, for
the time being, Rs 1 960 cone
was suffident for the acquisi-
tiom of land. He added that a
few cases were pending due
tointra-family ownership dis-
putes, parfition issues and
ONENINE court Cases.

Another installmenti of Rs
500 crore would be required
only after the mesolution of
such personal disputes and
legal proceedmgs, he added. ]
assure that payments in these
cases will be processed imme-
diztely upon the completion of
legal formalities, which may
take some time,” he said

He, however, clarified that
the admimistration would
proceed with the acquisition
of this ‘disputed land" even
i compensation remained

pending due to legal 1ssues.
Bairwa sasd that the district
administration had set March
31 as the deadline for the
transfer of the acquired land
o the Airports Authority of
India “We have completed all
legal formalibes. Nobces
under Section 19 of the Rigit
to Fair Compensation and
Transparency in Land Acgui-
zition, Hehabilitation and
Resetflement Act, 2013, have
At present. the airport has a
runway of 1376 metres,
which restricts operations to
emaller airerafl such as ATH-
T2 having a seating capacty
of T0 to 80 passengers. Due to
this limitation, airfares are
often high and services are
sometimes disrupted during
adverse weather conditions
After the airport’s expan-

extended to 3010 metres,
enabling the operation of
larper aircraft with over 180
seats, including Airbus
A3 and Boeing T37.

The upgmded infrastrac
ture was expected to sigmifi-
cantly enhance operational
efficency amd passenger
capacity. It was likely to facil-
itate direct @r connectivity
between Rangra and major
metropolitan cibies such as
Delhi, Mumbai, Benpgaluru
and Chennai The airport’s
expansion was also projected
to substantially increase
tourist inflow, benefiting the
hospitality sector and allied
industnes in the region

Bamrwa coid thet mnderm nav-
igation and lending systems
would be mstafled affer the
expansion of the amport The
introduction of anight bnding
fanility-would enable round-the
dock operations and ensure
safer lmndings oven during
heavy ram, fog and other chal
lnpmpg weather condifions.
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Shantanu Nandan Sharma
e

en Pawan Hans
Helicopters Ltd
launched India’s first
seaplane—a Cessna
208 Caravanwitheight
passenger seats—
from Mumbai’s Juhu
Aerodrome in December 2010, the moment
was billed as a James Bond thriller. The
ministry of civil aviation’s press release
did not hold back on the drama. Its open-
ing sentence read: “The seaplane, that has
capturedthe imagination of people, mainly
through James Bond movies, has finally
arrived inIndiatoo.”

Fifteen yearson, thatmaiden voyage of the
seaplane—christened Jal Hans, with sched-
uled services introduced in the Andaman
Islands—reads less like the dawn of an
aviation revolution and more like a prel-
ude toa protracted saga of disappointment.
Ambitionsstalled, projectsfaltered and set-
backs mounted.

Among the more telling episodes of fail-
ures was the dismantling and return of a
nine-seater Kodiak seaplane to US a few
years ago after two entrepreneurial pilots
in Kochifailed to keep their venture afloat.

India’s seaplane story has struggled to
stay airborne, resembling a Bollywoodflop
rather than a 007 blockbuster.

But the story may not be over. Seaplanes
are backonthe policy radar, buoyed by fresh
government subsidies for operations and
incentivesaimed at promoting indigenous
manufacturing.

FLOATING FLEET

Avani Singh, founder and
CEO of SkyHop Aviation,
confirmsto ET that her com-
pany is preparing for takeoft,
and “inthenextfew weeks”, it
willlaunch seaplane services

from Kochi to five islands for nea_rly 90% of . The benchmark is not far
in Lakshadweep—Agatti, theactive fleet.ItiS away. The Maldives oper-
Kavaratti, Kalpeni, Kiltan manufactured by De ates more than five dozen
and Kadmat—usinga19-seat- Havilland Canada seaplanes, ferrying tourists
er Twin Otter. ' almost to the doorsteps of
“Beyond Lakshadweep, we headq uartered luxury resorts—a vivid dem-
seestrongpotentialinregional in Alberta onstration of what a well-oiled
routesacross AndhraPradesh, ecosystem can achieve.

the Andamanand NicobarIslands, Northeast
andother strategiclocations,” shesays.

At29,Singh—aWharton MBA, licensed pri-
vate pilotand daughter of SpiceJet promoter
AjaySingh—isunequivocalabout the oppor-
tunity. “We intend tohave afleet offive toten
aircraft in the next few months,” she says,
adding that India could soon emerge as the
world’smostexcitingseaplanemarket. “Over
thenextfiveyears, themarketcanabsorb 500
seaplanes, provided infrastructure develop-
mentandregulatory momentum continue.”

SkyHop maintains that its seaplane ven-
ture is an independent initiative, with no
operationallinkage to SpiceJet.

Fresh hopes of reviving seaplane opera-
tions in India were kindled when Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, in her re-
cent budget speech, announced the rollout
of a viability gap funding (VGF) scheme
to support the sector. The proposal also
promises incentivesaimed atencouraging
indigenous manufacturing—a dual push
intended to make seaplane services both
operationally and economically viable.

VGF, a financial instrument commonly
used to support infrastructure projects
in public-private partnership (PPP), is de-
signed to bridge the gap for ventures that

A seaplane called
DHC-6 Twin Otter
dominates the global
commercial seaplane
market, accounting
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aresocially, economically and strategically
importantbutfinancially unviable on their
own.Insectorssuchasroadsandports, VGF
grants can cover up to40% of project costs.
The precise contours of supportfor seaplane
operations have yet to be detailed.

ISLAND HOPPER

“India is made for seaplanes,” says Manish
Sharma, partner andleader—infrastructure,
transportandlogisticsat PwCIndia. Withan
11,000 km coastline, numerous islands and
remote routes where building runways is
prohibitively expensive, seaplanes could be
transformative, he argues. “They can turn
four-hour ferry rides into 30-minute flights,
boosttourismandenablerapidmedical evacu-
ationanddisasterresponse. UDANdemandis
proven, and countrieslike the Maldives show
that the model works.” UDAN is the govern-
ment’s regional connectivity scheme, Ude
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Sharma cautions that execution will
be key. Among the priorities he outlines
are a 10-year national mission, focusona
handful of high-potential cor-
ridors, calibrated tapering
of subsidies, single-window
clearances, community buy-
in, standardised aircraft plat-
forms and seamless integra-
tion with airlines and other
modes of transport.

2026

A seaplane called DHC-6 Twin Otter cur-
rently dominates the global commercial
seaplane market, accounting for nearly
90% of the active fleet. Manufactured by
De Havilland Canada, headquartered in
Alberta, the twin-engine, 19-seater air-
crafthasbecome the industry’s workhorse.
A Twin Otter costs around $8 million, but
pre-owned aircraft are available for less
than halfthatamount.

“The Twin Otter is nota new or experi- &8 ¢
mental platform—it is a mature, S . SENIRMALA
proven aircraft with decades of fidi .« A ¢ ARAMAN.
safe operations worldwide,” says || 110 SN SikAinictarTie
Yogesh Garg, vice-president, W -
sales—Asia Pacific and Middle | -

East, De Havilland Canada. He .
has leased for its maiden ﬁ 74 '“1.
. “W"’

addsthattheaircraftthat SkyHop

flight—a landplane convert- f
ed to amphibian aircraft—is
best suited for island con-
nectivity. “It’s safe, reliable

and economically viable,”
says Garg.

MAKE IN INDIA?

The larger question now
is whether the Canadian
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minister’s push for indigenous production
by shifting part of its manufacturing base
toIndia.

“De Havilland Canada is always evaluat-
ingopportunities for supply chain partners
both in Canada and around the world,” says
Garg. “Manufacturinginjurisdictionsthat
support our products is always something
we consider when making investments.”

That said, he tempers expectations. “We
do not comment on potential government
policy,” headds, whilereplyingtoaspecific
queryonthebudgetannouncementsrelated
toincentivesfor indigenous manufacturing
of seaplanes.

The company estimates that India can
comfortably absorb 50-70 seaplanes over
the next decade. This assessment, Garg
elaborates, is based on awarded and pro-
posed seaplane routes, strong interestfrom
multiple state governments, island connec-
tivity requirements, tourism, et al. “Once
passengers experience the time saved, ac-
cessibility and convenience, demand tends
to accelerate very quickly.”

Over the years, seaplanes have made fleet-
ingappearancesacrossIndia—undertaking
trials,and insome casesoperating briefly in
Maharashtra, the AndamanIslands, Kerala
and Goa, and most notably in 2020 and 2021
on the Ahmedabad-Kevadia route, linking
the Sabarmati riverfront with the Statue of
Unity in Gujarat. Each experiment generated
headlines, but hone endured.

In early 2021, the Ministry of Ports,
Shippingand Waterwaysattempted amore
structured push,launching what it termed
the Sagarmala Seaplane Services under
the Sagarmala Development Company
Ltd (SDCL). The blueprint was ambi-
tious. Proposed destinations spanned the
Andaman and Lakshadweep islands, the
Guwahati riverfront and Umrangso res-
ervoir in Assam, the Yamuna riverfront,
Tehri, Chandigarhand touristhubssuchas
Shirdi and Lonavala, among others.

The initiative was later aligned with
UDAN, in an effort to integrate seaplanes
intothe broader aviation ecosystem. On pa-
per, progress appeared tangible. In a writ-
tenreply in the Lok Sabha in Julylast year,
the government said 32 seaplane routes had
been awarded, connecting 25 water aero-
dromes across the country.

Yetthe samereply carriedatellingadmis-
sion: “Currently, there are no operational
seaplaneroutes.”

Twoyearsago, the Directorate General of
Civil Aviation (DGCA) revised the regula-
toryframework governing seaplane opera-
tions, easing training requirements and
streamlining approval processes in a bid

manufacturer will respond to the finance _

- @) 'n the next few we

_routes across Andhra Pradesh; -'_;.-'~;_~__3-:
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&\ we will launch seaplane

islands in Lakshadweep.. —
Beyond Lakshadweep, we se

the Andaman and Nicobar I il
Islands, Northeast and other -~~~ R
strategic locations. Weintend W\ ™",
to have afleet of 5-10 — &
aircraft in the
next few
months”
— AVANI
SINGH,
Founder and CEO,

: new or experimental S
platform-it is a mature, '
proven aircraft with i
decades of safe operations_ ™
worldwide. Manufacturin '
(seaplanes) in jurisdictions  » & -
that support our productsis __ " &="
always something we Eh,

consider when making
investments”

— YOGESH GARG, =
Vice-President, Sales,
Asia Pacific and Middle
East, De Havilland
Canada

to give the segment fresh momentum. The
government has also recalibrated its in-
frastructure strategy. Instead of investing
heavily infull-fledged water aerodromes, it
isopting for more economical and quicker-
to-deploy floating jetties.

These modular docks, anchored onrivers,
lakes and coastal stretches, rise and fall
withchanging water levels, offering opera-
tional flexibility at a fraction of the cost of
awater aerodrome. In Lakshadweep, basic
portacabins are being installed to handle
security checks and baggage handling—a
minimalist approach designed to acceler-
ate rollout without waiting for elaborate
terminals.

But infrastructure is only one piece of
the puzzle. An equally pressing question
is the availability of trained pilots—and,
inevitably, concerns around safety. “Since

seaplanes are new to India, the country

® currently has a very limited pool of pilots

qualified to operate them,” says Singh of

— SkyHop Aviation.

WATER TEST
To bridge the gap, she says, the airline’s

i cockpit crew will be a mix of seasoned in-
ternational pilots and Indian aviators un-

dergoing specialised seaplane training.
“Buildinglocal pilot capability will be just
as important as inducting aircraft as the
segmentevolves,” adds Singh, underscoring
thathuman capital, nolessthan hardware,
will determine how soon India’s seaplane
push finally takes flight.

Beyond tourismandregional connectivity,
the creation of a seaplane ecosystem could
carry strategic dividends. Pawan Khatter,
partner and national aerospace & defence
leader at EY India, argues that the segment
hasmeaningful military spillovers.

“In military applications, seaplanes sup-
port expedited maritime reconnaissance,
anti-submarineoperations and amphibious
missions, aligning with India’s maritime
security imperatives amid geopolitical dy-

=~ namics,” hesays.

Khatter adds that the budget’s proposed
Incentives may also nudge manufacturers
to consider setting up seaplane assembly
or production facilities in India. Localised
manufacturing, he suggests, could lower
costs by 20-30% while fostering technology
partnershipsandjoint ventures with global
aircraft makers—strengthening both the
civil and defence aerospace ecosystems in
the process.

The immediate headline, however, is un-
likely tobe global seaplane manufacturers
relocating their assembly lines to India.
If the government’s current push gathers
traction, the moretangible near-termstory
will unfold much closer tothe water—on the
Kochi-Lakshadweep route.

There, seaplanes could soon ferry domes-
tic and international tourists across the
Arabian Sea, descending on crystal-clear
turquoise lagoons. Passengers would step
off on a floating jetty, retrieve their bags
from a portacabin on the beach and head
straighttotheirisland resorts—bypassing
longferryrides and cumbersome transfers.

India’s seaplane story must prove itself
not in factories or policy papers, but in the
quiet magic of touching down on water.
After years of false starts and grounded
ambitions, what it needs are Bond-worthy
splashdowns, day in, day out—a depend-
able, everyday service.

shantanu.sharma@timesofindia.com
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Newwedding edict: Band, bajaa,baraat & Bombardier

@ Private jet use
rising as wedding
budgets touch sky

VAISHALIDAR
Hew Delhi, February 71

IM INDIA'S EVER-expanding
wedding economy, estimated
ataver 575 bilion, luxury has
long been the norm Private
wedding charters are now
hn:l:llm:ng the newest status
symbol for ultm-elite families
planning destmation wed-

d'rngiin I nedia

The recent Mantena and
Vamsi Gadiraju wedding in
Udaipur, with an estimated
600 guessts from over 40 coun-
tries, mwmanyflown inon spe
uaﬂ'pﬂrr.u:}pd prl\rd!euha.ru.-n.
The Ambani family in 2024
also chartered a feet of over
100} private planes fortheirson
Anant Ambans wedding,

The Indian Air Charter Ser
vices Markat repont from Mar-
ket Research Future projects
theaircharter- services market
15 !ln:|||:1:!f|:| o rows from
43348 million in 2025 to
55891 million by 2035,

WEDDING WINGS

m Diparators repot a 25% yoear-
on-yaar rise inbookings

® Fey dermand from Lidaipur,
Jaipur, Jaisalmer, Agra Goa
ard Lakshadwesp
m Chartors are being used for
helicopter emtries flying inguest
lists & ir-ak proposas

exhibitinga CAGR of 5.81%

1!|.||.'||'|K the forecast Pt-nm!

2025-2035,
Luxuryoperators feel wed-

dings have emerged as one of
the Fastest-groving contribii-
tors, driven by both HNIs and
aspirational consumers willing

to splurge fior a once- in-a-lifie-
Eximae evitit

Asper Ko@mk Private Lusry
Infex released in December,

Band, bajaa, baraat and Bombardier

IHDIAN WEDDINGS HAVE
now gone from band baaja
baraat io Bosing, Bombandier,
and Bell helicopters,”
sald Shama.

The big demand pockets
come from Udaipur, Apra,
|J-|i|:||.|rI laisalmer, Goa and
Lakshadweep for services
like hrl:l:np‘lt-r entries and
In-air proposals, with the
spending spect rum
expanding, said Sharma.
Helleopler entrles eost
between ¥1.5 lakh and 5
lakh, private |ets range
from T15 lakh to T6 lakh
per hour respectively, and
engagement or pmpi;-:al
fMights, with décor and
fa.1rr'|r|.g, cost T3 lakh to
© 10 lakh for 1-X hours, “For
many affluent families, it's
no longer about flying just
the bride and groom. Entire
guest lists, sometimes 50 to
150 people, are being fer-
ried across cities on multi
|.1||.~ charters " <aid Sharma.

lLuxury charter plane
operators lke Rajan Mehra,
CEQ, Chab One Air, who had
deployed 10-15 jets for the
Mantena  wedding  in
Udaipur, said that there Is a
niche demand for 10-15
seaters. "Fora wedding, over
GBS |:u.-|:||.!|-e pre:l'r.‘:' larger
planes with 40-50 capacity

to fly in one go but there
are only a handiul of fami-
lies who opt for 14-15
seaters. This chunk of busk
ness, however, is promising.

With such high- profile
weddings  happening  at
least once EVErY Voar, we ane
|11:|P|.-i|.|l of great wedn:h:ng
business in the future”

Mehra told FE

The 2015 wedding
report by WedMelood sug
gests over 6080 of weddings
are estimated for over 11
crore and are destination
wrd.dings "'i"ul'edq!i.ng:. are
becoming more experien
tial and the experience of a

prvate chartered flight sig-

nals the ulbimate status
symbol while offefng pri
vacy, as well as fexibBity of
departure  times,” sid
Mehak Shahanl, co-founder
of WedMeGood

Trawvel portal
EaseMyTrip offers experi-
entlal in-flight services,
but nni}' om A customised,
on-request basis, with
‘mehendi on air’ and other
curated experiences. They
have seen 10-15% rise this
year, while an overall desti
nation wedding

CED Kanika Tekriwal of
private charter company
letSetGo  sald wedding-
related charters romain a
very small portion of the
private aviation market
However, last year,
|etSetiro flew over 35 fhl,l
Ing hours of wedding-
related movements, la rgc]}'
due to the wedding in the
Ambani family circle, "This
year, the demand is steady
and the number s :Lrﬁrl\_.‘
half at around 1% hours,

which is not a

market has Helicopter entries  slowdown, but
grown around  gost 1.5 lakhto®5 4 return to typ-
20-25%, *“This lakh, private jots ical levels. So
e o gil @Slkhtotelkh Yedron-yes
move towards per hour not reflect 31'1
private aircraft —-— industry trend

for group travel.

Families look for travel
options that reflect exclu
sivity and comfort during
destination celebrations
Dedicated terminals and
personalised onboard ser
vices add to the appeal,
creating an experience that
feels Intimate and well
managed. These features
are turning private char-
ters into a mark of distine-
tion,” said Rikant Pittie,
CED & co-founder of
EaseMyTrip. Founder and

for  us it
depends on the scale of
individual events in a par
thicular season” said
Tekriwal, who receives
200-300 gieries & year
for w'l:dd1ngs
A Ministry of Chil
Aviation 2024 report states
119 non-schedubed opemtons
holding air operator permit
{nOF] were endorsed with
427 airerafis for undertaking
non-scheduled air twansport
services 4-1“' IT!'I.J.I"EF oar
private jets).

India’s kixury market heads
toward an estimated 585 hil-
lion'by 2030,

Private jet operator cwner
Santosh Sharma, einder and
chicf expcutiveofficerof Fore
sce Aviation and BoakW wlet,
confirmed that the company
has already completed eight
wedding chartersthis yearand
expects 10-13 movemsents,
withfouralmeady confirmedin
the comibng mon ths.

*The demand in 2025 was
almost 25% higher than the

|.1|.'\!'||'HK.L'| year.

Continued on Page 2
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IndiGo replaces key ops exec
after flight disruptions in Dec

Press Trust of India

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: IndiGo has
appointed Captain Rohit Rik-
hye as the new Head of Opera-
tions Control Centre (OCC) in
place of Jason Herter, the first
rejig at the airline’s senior
management level after the
massive operational disrup-
tions in December last year.

In January, aviation regula-
tor DGCA took various actions
against the airline, including
imposing penalties totalling
%22 crore and asking dismissal
of a senior vice-president, in
relation to the operational dis-
ruptions.

In an internal communica-
tion on Friday, the airline said
Rohit Rikhye has been
appointed as the Head of OCC
with immediate effect.

IN JAN, DGCA TOOK
VARIOUS ACTIONS
AGAINST INDIGO,
INCLUDING FINES
OF 22 CRORE AND
ASKING DISMISSAL
OF ASENIOR
VICE-PRESIDENT

He would report to Chief
Operating Officer (COO) Isidre
Porgqueras.

Rikhye, who has been with
the airline for over 11 years, was
serving as Chief Pilot — Stan-
dards, QA & Ops Safety.

Meanwhile, Herter is moving
out of the airline.

According to the communi-
cation, Rikhye would lead the
OCC, which manages real-time
coordination and oversight of

flight operations, including
flight planning, tracking, and
dispatch, in compliance with
regulatory requirements such
as air traffic control rules and
safety guidelines.

He would also oversee crew
scheduling and rostering. [ am
sure his current and past expe-
rience will help him in manag-
ing his new role, the communi-
cation added.

On January 22, Additional
Solicitor General Chetan
Sharma appeared on behalf of
the civil aviation ministry and
DGCA, and submitted that sev-
eral steps were taken by the
authorities in the aftermath of
the crisis.

A senior vice-president of
the airline was told to be dis-
missed from service and a pen-
alty of ¥22 crore was also
imposed, he had said.
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FLAGS VSR~-TDP LINKS; WRITES TO PM MODI SEEKING PROBE WITH GLOBAL AGENCIES

Rohit Pawar seeks Naidu’s ouster, independent probe into Ajit Pawar crash

MPOST BUREAU

NEW DELHI/MUMBAI: NCP-
SP MLA Rohit Pawar on Saturday
wrote to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi seeking the ouster of Civil
Aviation Minister K Rammohan
Naidu and demanding an indepen-
dent probe into the plane erash that

killed Maharashira Deputy Chief

Minister Ajit Pawar.

Addressing a press confer-
ence, Rohit Pawar alleged that Ajit
Pawars death in a plam: crash at
Baramati last month was caused as
part of a conspiracy involving the

CONSPIRACY CLAIM . ‘These links must be investigated
i e o | byan ndependent and competent
Pavwiar alleged that Ajit Pawar's deathin authority, preferably in collaboration
aplane crash at Baramatilastmonthwas = With international agencies’
caused as part of a conspiracy ivolving | . Rohit Pawar, a two-term MLA and
the air charter company VSR nephew of NCP-SP leader Supriya Sule
» "Seripus questions have been raised and late NCP |eader Ajit Pawar, has
about the company VSR andits linkswith | been addressing press conferences
Rammahan Naidu's party (TDP | claiming sabotage in the air crash

air charter company VSR
“Serious questions have been
raised about the company VSR and

its links with Rammohan Maidu's
party (TDP). These links must be
investigated by an independent and

competent authority, preferably in
collaboration with international
aﬂl:]'lfi.l:i.” Pawar said in the letter, a

£

St

copy of which was marked to Home
Minister Amit Shah.
Rohit Pawar, a two-term MLA

and nephew of NCP-SP leader
Supriya Sule and late NCP leader
Ajit Pawar, has been addressing
press conferences claiming sabo-
tage in the air crash.

“You have always shown respect
for Ajit Dada and his contribution
to the country. In this context, 1
request that Bammohan Naidu be
asked to resign from his post,” the
grandson of NCP-SP chief Sharad
Pawar said in his letter.

Pawar said his findings have
shown thal a set of influential peo-
ple across industry and politics are
involved in VSR,

“This is why we feel this inves-
Hgation will not happen transpar-
ently. I request you to ensure that
there is no influence or interfer-
ence in examining whether the
DGCA (Directorate General of
Civil Aviation) was compromised
in any manner in relation to VSR,
Pawar said.

Ajit Pawar and four others,
includ.i:ng Lwao [:l:iluls, were killed
after the air charter they were trav-
elling in crashed barely 200 metres
from the edge of a tabletop runway
at Baramati airport in Pune district
on January 28, WITH AGENCY INPETS
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MLA writes to PM, seeks ministers
ouster over Ajit Pawar plane crash

SHEKHAR SINGH

TH i W A aEn o

NEW DELHI, FERRUARY 21
NCRSP MLA Rohil Pawar on
Saturdaywioteto Prime Minis-
ter Narendm Modi seeking the
removal of Civil Aviation Minis-
b K Rommohan Naddu and
in independent probe into the
plane crash that killed Maha-
rashtra Deputy Chief Minister
Ajit Powar on Janiary 28,

Im his ketter, a copy of which
witd also senitlo Home Mindster
Amnit Shah, Pavair said the fatal
rish near Bammusgi  last
month was not sccidental but
purt of a conspimey imvolving
the archarter firm VSR,

The MLA rmissd questions
over alleged bnks between the
company s political e,
sying the matter required a
thorough mnd independent
probe, preferably with interna-
tiomnal collaberation. He said the
sepmisness of the alegations
vwarranted a probe insubsterd
from any domestic influenoe

Pavar, who ks the nephew of
Ait Pasar and NCRSP MP
Suprva Sule, has in recent
davs repeatedly cliimed sabo-

fage inthe crash

In the: letter, he urped the P
toensure acooumtability at the
highest leved. stiting that ghven
At Pawar's public life and
contributions, the cise
deserved a transparent and
cridlible imvest ption. He also
pressed for the resignation of
Noidu to ensure the moguiry
remains free from any per-
cetved confliet of interest.

The MLA damed that his
fi et s i rbe] Rl irvvobore
ment of influentzal indrdduals
aross business and politionl
arcles in the operations of the
charter company. This, he
argued, could compromise the
Buirness ol any internal probe,

He alo flagged concems
about the roleof the Divectorte
General of Civil Awiation
(DGCA), wping that it be
examined whether the reguls-
tor was compronissd nany
manner in relabon 1o the om-
pany under seruting

At Power and four others
were kil led when the chartered
aremfl they wers tmvwelling in
rishe]  barely 200 metres
short of o tabletop nunway ot

the Baramati arport in Pune
district on January 28.

Meanwhile, the Ministry of
Civil Aviation has spid a special
audit of VER Ventures, which
commenced on Februnry 4, is
expected to condude shortly,
ovimn asthe edhnical probe into
the accident gathers pace

The minstry soid & had
directed the DGCA fo carnyout
o detniled review of the opera-
tor's regulitory compliance,
operaional contml  systems,
mainienance practices, crew
training standards, safedy men-
agement systems and monitor
ing of cockpit voice mecorder
(CVH) and flight data recorder
(FDR)data

“The audit findings, oncoe
fnalieed, will be exurmined
under the DGCA'S enforee-
ment policy and proceduns
rmanial, and action wall follow
wherever violations are estal-
hshed " the officials had sad,

The ministry has also askerd
the regulitor to undertake spe-
cal audits of other magor non-
scheduled operators and asro-
dromes engaged in VIP and
VVIP operations,
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