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Navi Mumbai airport
likely to open in May

Neha LM Tripathi

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHIE: The much-talked-
about Navi Mumbai Interna-
tional Airport (NMIA) may be
inaugurated on May 15, three
officials familiar with the devel-
opment said on Tuesday.

This comes as the aviation
regulator, Directorate General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA), con-
ducted an assessment on Tues-
day. The on-ground assessment
also included Vipin Kumar,
chairman of the Airports
Authority of India (AAI), Pra-
kash Nikam, regional director of
the Bureau of Civil Aviation
Security (BCAS), officials from
Adani Airport Holdings (AAHL)
and City and Industrial Develop-
ment Corporation of Maharash-

tra (CIDCO).

“The DGCA team conducted
the assessment the whole day
on Monday. The two depart-
ment heads joined on Tuesday
and carried out the assessment,
which lasted for four hours,”
one of the officials mentioned
above said.

A DGCA official said, “We
observed the preparedness of
NMIA. We have been informed
that they will apply for all per-
mits by March 5, and we will
process them.”

As per regulations, the air-
port operator will now apply for
the aerodrome license. “NMIA
will apply for the aerodrome
license to begin operations from
May 15,” an official said.

(With inputs from Yogesh Naik)
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DGCA suspects
tech error behind
false hijack alarm

Neha LM Tripathi
neha tripathi@htive.com

NEW DELH!: India's aviation regu-
lator suspects a technical fault
caused a false hijack alarm on an
Air India flight last month, trigger-
ing an emergency response at two
of the country's busiest airports,
two officials have said.

The Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA) believes the inci-
dent was likely caused by a irans-
ponder malfunction on the Mum-
bai-bound flight from New Delhi,
according to officials who spoke
on condition of anonymity.

The Indian Air Force, which
first detected the alarm, has sub-
mitted its report indicating techni-
cal error, one of the officials said.
“Asof now it's appearing to be an
error incodes,” a ministry official
confirmed.

The incident occurred at
8.40pm on January 27 when Air
India flight Al 2957, carrying 126
passengers, transmitted a “squawk
7500 code shortly after take-off
from New Delhi's Indira Gandhi
Airport. The emergency signal
remained active for three minutes.

In aviation, transponders use
four-digit codes ranging from
0000 to 7777 to identify aircraft to
air traffic control. The code 7500
specifically indicates a hijacking
attempt, while 7600 signals radio
failure and 7700 denotes a general
EMETEency.

Despite the pilot's immediate
notification that it was a false
alarm, authorities were compelled
to follow full emergency protocols.
“How can air traffic control
assume that the pilot is not being
pressured? What if he is at gun-
point?” explained a former air traf-
fic control official, speaking on
background.

The procedures included the
formation of a central committee
in Delhi comprising police, the
Central Industrial Security Force,

Sl s ik sl activare

January 29: HT reported how a
mid-air "hijack’ alert activated
security protocol

the Airports Authority of India, the
Bureau of Civil Aviation Security,
and the Air Force. In Mumbai,
where the flight landed at 9.47pm,
authorities declared a full emer-
gency around 9.30pm, deploying
the National Security Guard, local
police, and other stakeholders.

An Air India official familiar
with the incident said at the time
there was “no indication of any
crew involvement,” suggesting a
technical malfunction. Air [ndia
did not respond to requests for a
comment. “Overlapping of codes
is a rare phenomenon,” a former
Airports Authority of India official
said. “However, the reason for the
code sent to air traffic control
needs to be thoroughly investi-
gated.” The DGCA has requested a
detailed report from the AAl about
the incident. The aviation regula-
tor declined to comment when
contacted by HT.

Aviation experts said more
scrutiny may be needed. “The inci-
dent can be possible either when
someone accidentally entered the
code wrong or if there is a techni-
cal issue with the transponder of
the aircraft.” said aviation expert
Mpohan Ranganathan.

“The pilots seem void of folly as
the airline would have evaluated
the FDR (flight data recorder—a
device that records various flight
details like speed, altitude, engine
performance, pilot's actions).
However, a technical glitch ora
malfunction seems like a remote
possibility,” a former AAI official
said.
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GMR Airports raises 1,100 crore
through non-convertible bonds

GMR Airports has rased 11,100 crore through the Issuance of non-
convertible bonds on a private placement basis, The managem-
et committee of the firm's board on Tuesday allotied $1,10,000
denominated listed, unsecured, rated, redeemable non-
convertible bonds on the private placement basis on receipt of
1,100 orore, according to a regulatory filing. The bonds have a
couponrate of 5 per centand a tenure of 36 months. Tl
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TO FUND DIAL STAKE BUY
GMR Airports
Raises 71,100 cr
Via NCDs from
Deutsche Bank

Shilpy Sinha

Mumbai: GMR Airports has
raised 1,100 crore from Deut-
sche Bank through a private
placement of non-convertib-
le bonds. The bonds, carrying
a10.75% vield, will mature on
February 25, 2028.

The company will use the
proceeds to fund its acquisi-
tion of Fraport’s stake in Del-
hi International Airport (DI-
AL). GMR Airports said in
September last year that it
was buying the German air-
port operator’s 10% stake in
DIAL for $126 million.

The transaction comes at a
time when GMR Airports is
transitioning from mainly a
holding company toan opera-
ting entity, following the
transfer of Delhi Duty Free
operations to the company
from August 2025.

Currently rated BBB+ with
astableoutlook, the bonds ha-
ve staggered coupon pay-
ments, with the first due on
March 31, 2025.

“It is a strategic transaction
for GMR Airports for consoli-
dating their shareholding in
the Delhi airport. For Deut-
sche Bank, this underscores
our commitment to invest in
the infrastructure growth
story of India,” said Apoorv
Madhup, head of India finan-
cing at Deutsche Bank.

GMR has been actively rest-
ructuring its debt to cut borro-
wing costs. In June, DIAL refi-
nanced $450 million of high-
cost foreign debt into domestic
bonds. Its consolidated net
debt, excluding foreign curren-
cy convertible notes, stands at
729,700 crore, driven by borro-
wingsforthe Bhogapuram Air-
port project, forex impacts on
dollar bonds and the Delhi air-
port's capital expenditures.

The group recently raised
26,300 crorefrom AbuDhabi’s
sovereign wealth fund ADIA,
which will help pare debt at
its promoter entity, GMR En-
terprises.
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Air India mul
seats to offer

———
Rohit Vaid
Mew Delhi

To offer a better in-flight
passenger experience, the
Tata Group-promoted Air
India is mulling installing
modified seats, replacing an
earlier lot that had design
flaws, sources said.

Accordingly, the airline
has been working with seat
manufacturer Geven on the
new design.

As per sources, the seat
that was flagged by Union
Agriculture Minister Shivraj
Singh Chauhan as broken
and sunken-in on the Air In-
dia flight from Bhopal to
Delhi was brand new and
sourced from Geven.

“The issue of cushioning
has been noticed on some
seats that were provided by
Geven. Following our obser-
vation, they had given a ship
set of modified seats,”
sources said, adding that the
exercise was ongoing even
before Minister Chauhan’s
complaint of a broken seat
offered to him on an Air India
flight last week.

“We have installed these
modified seats on one air-
craft and are assessing
whether the issue has been
addressed.”

DELHI

AR IMNDIA

Noting that the problem
was only confined to a few
seats, sources said that the
earlier lot provided by Geven
was only installed on two
aircraft.

On Saturday, an exclus-
ively-sourced video of the
seat in question by business-
line showed that the seat re-
clined and wasn’t broken;
however, industry insiders,
pointed out that the cushion-
ing might have been a prob-
lem. businessline was not able

to verify this claim.
CENTRE’S REPORT
Following Chauhan’s post on
social media outlet X
(formerly Twitter), the
Centre sought a report from
Air India on the issue.

“It was uncomfortable to
sit. When [ asked the airline

26 FEBRUARY 2025

s installing modified
vetter experlence

staff why the seat was allot-
ted to me if it was bad, they
told me that the manage-
ment had been informed
earlier that this seat was not
good and its ticket should
not be sold. It is not just one
such seat but many more,”
Chauhan wrote.

He further said that it is
“unethical to make passen-
gers sit in bad and uncom-
fortable seats after charging
them the full amount. Isn’t
this cheating the
passengers?”

According to a senior Civil
Aviation Ministry official, Air
India has submitted its re-
port on the issue, and the
same is being studied by the
regulator. As per a 2022 dir-
ective, DGCA has barred air-
lines from selling broken
seats.

Air India’s spokesperson,
in an official statement on
Saturday, said, “Air India
deeply regrets the incon-
venience caused to Hon’ble
Union Minister, Shri Shivraj
Singh Chauhan ji, on his
flight from Bhopal to Delhi.
This does not reflect the
standard of service we strive
to provide to our guests, and
we are conducting a thor-
ough investigation into the
matter to ensure that such
incidents are not repeated.”
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IndiGo to deploy
widebody Boeing 787
on Delhi-Bangkok route

—
Anaash Phadnis
Murmnbal

IndiGo will deploy widebody
Boweing 77 wircraft on the
Delhi-Bangkok route firom
March 1, ahead of its planned
expansion into Europe in
SUMIMmEer,

Thie airline has wet-leased
i Boemy 747 from Norwe-
gian airline Norse Atlantic,
which =eats 338 PASSCOECTS
in the premium and eco
nomy class,

Apart from commercial

factors like high demand,

route selection seems to he
puided by operational reas-
0T Lo,

Morse Atlantic flies
between Oslo and Bangkok.
In winter, it will also operate
fights  from  London's
Garwick airport and Stock
holm to the Thai capital.

“The ecarly induction of
our wide body afrcraft marks
a significant milestone in owr
journey. Starting berween
Delhi and Bangkok, we in-
tend to shift to Europe from
mid-sumimer,” IndiCo CEC
Picter Flbers said in a
statement.

ON WET LEASE

Under a wet lease, the lessor
provides pilotz and crew
along with the aircraft and is
responsible for its upkeep.

The Norse Atlantic air-
craft has 56 premium seats,
which IndiGo will marker as
its business class, Scretch
product, and 282 economy
class sears,

Passengers in the
premium cabin will enjoy
specially-curated meals by
Oberoi  Catering  Senvices,
paired with beverages de
signed by Sula Vineyards.

26 FEBRUARY 2025
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Aviation compliance:
Global watchdog rates

India below Pakistan

SWARAJ BAGGONKAR
Mumbai, February 25

AVIATIONWORKING GROUP
(AWG),which monitorsleasing
and financial laws for aircraft
manufacturersand lessors,has
welcomed India’s new Bill to
safeguard lessors but kept the
country on watchlist, keeping
its overall score even below
that of Pakistan’s.

The UnionCabinet approved
the ‘Protection and Enforce-
ment of Interests in Aircraft
Obijects Bill, 2024’ (Cape Town
Convention Bill) in January to
make it easier for lessors to
repossess their aircraftand eng-
ines in case their Indian clients
flout norms or gobellyup.

While the overall CTC com-
pliance outlook of India has
been kept "positive’ by AWG, the
country stays in the medium
category (higher compliance is
favoured) with a lower index
score of 6 1. This score islower
than 63.5awardedin May 2023
when India wasdowngraded to
a‘negative’outlook At 71, Pak-
istan scores higherin the AWG
analysis. Pakistan's aviationpas-
senger market at 7.6 million, as
oftheendof 2023, is minuscule
compared to 327 million clock-
ed by India in the sameyear.

*The introduction ofthe CTC
Bill is a material development
affecting CTC complianceinIn-
diaand, if enacted, would be a
positive development,” AWG

FLYING LOW

u Aviation Working Group
monitors leasing and
financial laws for aircraft
manufacturers and lessors

m Outlook

BAWGhas

praisedthe  ofIndia has
new Bill to been kept
protect ‘positive’
lessors, but  withascore
kept indiaon ofélvs71
watchlist to Pakistan

8 AWG cited outcomes in
Spicelet, Jetand GoFirst
cases for the analysis; says
Bill may raise India’s score

said. AWG cited outcomes in
cases of Spicefet, Supertech, Jet
Airwaysinsolvencyand Go First
insolvency tor the analysis. The
watchdoghassaid thatenacting
legislation giving CTC primacy
over conflicting national law
would increase India’s score.

AWG, co-chaired by Airbus
and Boeing, is a not-for-profit
legal entity comprising aircraft
lessors, including AerCap, the
world’s biggest, and financial
institutions like Deutsche Bank
and Standard Chartered.

FINANCIAL EXPRESS /ed, 26 February 2@25%

READTO LEAD

https://epaper.financ
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| Airfare Turbulence

SRINAGAR

rfares

hit record highs,
wallets crash

Mukowt Alkrmal
Srinagas, Feb 13

Kashmir's air connect iv
ity evisis has deeponed

ns airfares tothe Valley
have skyrocketed to
unprecedented levels. sur
passing intermational travel
costs and drawing sharp
crittcism from parlinmen
tnry committees, business
keaders, and affected travel
fers

A comprehensive anal
yals of current atrfares
revenls astronomical prices
ACTOSS MAjo routes.

For Delhi-Srinagar
flights. travellsrs pay Hs
12,000 to Bs 14000, while
those from Bangalore must
pay approximately Rs 17,000

Mumbai residents are
oonfronted with even steep
er [aresof Rs27.000, and Kol
kata passengers foce ratos
around s 18,000 for Febr
ary 24 departures

The human cost of these
exorbitant fares was pol
gnantly illustrated by
Srinngnr resident Jovid
Ahmad, who recently

Airfares onFeb 24

Delhi to Sninagar
Rs12,000(0
Rs14,000

Bangalore-Srinagar
Rs 17000

Mumbal-Srinagar
Rs 27,000

Kolkata-Srinagar
Rs 18,000

endured & stgnificant finon
rind burden during a modical
EMErpency

“1 paid Rs 16 500 per pas
senger airfare from Delhi
to Srinagar. We were [our
family members, and my
totnl cost of air tickets wias Rs

66,000 because we travelled

to Delhi for my father’s
critical surgeryandhad
our children with us as
there was nobody here to
look after them,” Alimad
said, highlighting the dev
astating tmpact on families
facing medical necessities.

The lssue has eaptuoed
the attenition of national
policymukers,

In a strongly worded
repaort last vear, the Depart
ment-Related Parliamen
tury Standing Committes
on Transport, Tourism,
and Culture emphasised
the detrimental effect on
tourism stressing. “Exorbi
tont price of sy Hekets is o
major dom pener, Escalating
girfnresafl loweost’ swrriers
during the peak season iz a
major deterrent to increas
ing footfall in the reglon.
The airfares are equivalont
to that of nearby foreign
destinations and given the
sensitivity of the region,
tourists would prefer to visit
nearby fiedm destinations
at the same airfare rather
than visit J&K.7

¥ See Kashrir. on Pg-08
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Kashmir airfares hit...

The Kashmir Chamber of Commerce and Indusiry
(KCCI has been particulariy vocal about the sconomic
implications.

“This issie not only poses o slpnificant eoncern for
Enshmir's cconomy and tourism bot also ploces an undoe
burden on the local populnee, who nre foreed to pay exor
bitant nir travel prices compared to other regions.” KCCI
President Javid Tenga said

The trade body further empho sissd the paradox in tour
ism promotion efforts snying, “Despite government offorts
to promote Kashimir asa prefmer tourt st destinat fon, the
current airfares make the region a costlier option for poten
tial travellers.”

The KCCI challenges the tradifional supply-demand
explanation offered by earviers saving, “If the demand
for travel to Knshmir §8 genuinely high, alrlines should
increase the number of availoble Mights rmther than hiking
prices.”

Thisstatement directly confront s the industry’s tvpical
justifieal jon for fore increases

The situnt jon has historienl precodent concerning proe
tioes,

In 20221, the Crime Branch Kashmir lmmched an investi
gation intoalleged price manipulation, conducting search
es across Srinagar city.

The probe was {nitinted following comploints from
Travel Associntions and Trade bodies through the Direo
tor Tourism. Kashmir, regarding questionnblie ticketing
practices.

Specifically, allegntions emerped about “dry selling and
offline selling of bulk tickets by airline staff to the toket
ing ngents in pdvance in vionkation of the standing norms
and procedure.”

Current market conditions are reportedly exacerbated
by multiple factors. including increased tourist flow during
New Year celelrations.

However, regulatory solutions remain elusive

While the Ministry of Tourism has engnged with the
Ministry of Civil Aviation (MoCA), the governiment’s cur
rent hands-off approach to airfare reguiation has left the
issue unresolved.
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JKHARA demands action
on rising airfares to Kashmir

GK Mews service
Srinagar. Feb 24

A delegation from the
Jammu and Kashmir Hotels
and Restaurants Associn-
tion (JKHARA), headed by
President Ba bar Chowdhary,
engaged in an important
meeting with Javed Anjum,
the Director of Srinagar
Adrport, The purpose of this
meeting was to discuss vari-
ous pressing issues affecting
the aviation sector, which
are vital to both the local
commitinity and the tourism
industry,

JEHARA delegation com
prised office bearers and
core committes members.
President JKHARA Babar
Chowdhary opened the dis
cussion by raising the criti-
cal issue of exorbitant air-
fares from major cities to Sri-
nagar, which he noted were
not only deterring potentinl
tourists but also imposing o
considerable burden on local
residents. Many locals rely
on air travel for education,
maedicn] trontment, and per
sonal reasons, and the high
costs associated with air
fares make it challenging for
them to access these essen
tial services. Chowdhary
advecated for the establish
ment of an upper ceiling on
airfares, drawing a parallel
to similar measures in place
lor lights to Leh during the
winter months, whichalmto
make travel more affordable
anud accessible,

The JKHARA delegation
also addressed the topic of
parking fess at Srinagar
Atrport. Chowdhary art ey
lated the concerns of locals,
stating, “What we are experi-
encing is akin to a toll. Once
o vehicke enters the airport
premises, it is subjected to
parking fees regardless of
whether it is simply pick-
ing up or dropping off pas-
sengers.” This practice has
added an additional financial
strain on those needing to
access the airport for brief

High Airfares:
Babar Chowdhary
raised concerns
about soaring
airfares to
Kashmir, affecting
tourism and local
residents.

Fare Regulation
Needed:
Chowdhary
advocated foran
upper ceiling on
airfares, similar
to measures for
fiights to Leh.

Parking Fee
Issues: The
delegation
discussed high
parking fees at
Srinagar Alrport,
calling for a
designated free
area for pick-ups
and drop-offs.

‘Alrpoﬂ

Improvements:
Director Javed
Anjum assured
ongoing upgrades
to airport facilities
and discussions
with airlines to
resolve these
issues.

visits. In response to these
concerns, Director Anjum
promised that plans are in
place to areate a designated
area specifically for pas
sengers being picked up or
dropped off. free from park-
ing charges which would
alleviate some of the strain
catised by the airent park
ing policy,

Furthermore, the Director
provided updates regarding
ongoing efforts to enhance
the airport facilities, nssur
ing the JKHARA delegation
that work on the airport’s
upgradation is progressing
rapidly. He emphasized that
improving infrastructure is
a priorvity and that discus
sions with various stake
holders, including airlines,
are ongoing to address the
issues radsed in the mesting.

The JKHARA expressed
its commitment to col
laborating with the airport
authorities and offered its
full support in facilitating
fiirther improvements tothe
myiation sector, The Presi
dent urged Director Anjum
to advocate for more rea
sonable ajrfares at appro-
priate forums, recognizing
the peed for a balanced
approach that serves both
the local populace and the
tourism sector.

The mecting concluded
an o positive note, with
both parties agreeing on the
necessity for ongoing dia
logue to address these con-
cerns effectively and foster
a better travel experience
for everyone in.Jammu and
Kashmir
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INDIGO PLANS TO
FLY WIDEBODY
AIRCRAFT BETWEEN
DELHI, BANGKOK
FROM MARCH 1

Neha LM Tripathi

neha.tripathi@htlive.com

NEW DELHI: IndiGo airlines on
Tuesday announced plans to fly
its first leased widebody
Dreamliner aircraft between
Delhi and Bangkok from March
1. “In view of the growing
demand for air travel, the
induction of a temporarily
leased Boeing B787-9 wide-
body aircraft from Norse Atlan-
tic comes ahead of IndiGo’s
delivery of XLRs in FY2026 and
A350s in 2027," the airline
spokesperson said.

The airline will operate daily
nonstop flights between the
two destinations. The flight 6E
1053 from Delhi to Bangkok
will take off at10am IST to land
in Bangkok at 15.45 (local time)
and the return flight 6E 1054
will depart at 17.45 (local time)
to land in Delhi at 20.55 IST.

The airline said flights on the
route will also offer business
class seats.

Announcing the develop-
ment, chief executive officer
Pieter Elbers said, “As India’s
aviation sector undergoes rapid
transformation to keep pace
with unprecedented growth in
demand for travel, IndiGo is
well positioned to lead this
expansion. The early induction
of our widebody aircraft marks
a significant milestone in our
journey.”

He said the airline also aims
to commence flights to Europe.

Elbers said, “We intend to
shift to Europe in mid-Summer.
We are thrilled to introduce the
comfort of IndiGoStretch on
our regional international
route after the positive and
encouraging feedback domesti-
cally. Our roots and fundamen-
tals are Indian but increasingly,
the world is where we operate.”

Earlier this year, IndiGo
entered into a damp lease
agreement with Norse Atlantic
Airways for a Boeing 787-9 air-
craft.

Starting Tuesday, these
flights will be available for
bookings on IndiGo's direct
channels as well as aggregator
websites, the airline spokesper-
son added.




yIRag fAu=Eaas uifdssor

AIRPORTS AUTHORITY OF INDIA
Corporate Communications Directorate

THE INDIAN EXPRESS DELHI 26 FEBRUARY 2025

AFTER INDUCTING IT ON DELHI-BANGKOK ROUTE

IndiGo to fly leased Boeing 787
aircraft to Europe in mid-summer

SUKALPSHARMA
NEW DELH| FEBRUARY 25

INDIA'S LARCEST airline IndiGo
hasamounced Thailandscapital
Banghok as its first international
routte to beoperated by the wide-
body Boeing 787-9 aircralt that
the carrier recently inducted on
damp lease from Norse Atlantic
Airways. While the @rcraft is be-
ing first deployved on this highiy
popular route o operate adaily
return service from March 1,
IndiGo intends to use it on a
Eviropean ot te from “mid -suim-
mer” The aidine currenthy has no
direct Mlight 1o amy destination in
the European Unéod, but hashad
the continent on its mind for
some time neaw,

“As India’s avation sector un-
dergoes. rapid transformation to
keep pace with unprecedented
growth in demand lor travel,
IndiCGo is well- positioned to lead
this expansion The early induc-
tion of our wide body aircraft

o

The airline currently has
no direct flight to any
destination inthe

EuropeanUnion.  Express file

marks a significant mibesione in
our journey. Starting between
Delhi and Banghok, we intend to
shift to Europe from mid-
Summer,” the airline'schiefexec-
utive officer Fieter Elbers said, but
did not divulge the airline's firs
Evropean destination.

IndiGo's business class prod-
uct — IndiGoStretch — which is
cumenty available onlyon select
domesticllights will alsobe avail-

dble on the damg-leased Boeing
TE7-9 a5 the plane dready has a
premium class cabin in addition
o economy class seating.

Mota by, while the Boeing
T87-9 can operate long-haul in-
tercontinental Mights, IndiCo has
chosen Bangkok — a dedination
that can easily be served using
narmonw-body planes — forthe ini-
tial run of the damp-leased jet
According toindustry watchers,
as a high-demand, busy, and fa-
miliar route, Delhi-Bangkokmay
be a good choice as an initial
wide-body route for the aidine as
it plans, builds, and stabalises its
mesdivme and long-haul network
to Europe and other geographies
using wide-body ainraft in the
coming months and years.

After domimating the Indian
skies with.a market share of over
60 per cent, IndiGa has been
making concerted efforts as part
of its strategy of "intemabionali-
sation”, which entails a rapid ex-
pansion of its intermtional net-
warks given the robust overseas

trave demand from India Over
the past twotothree years, IndiCGo
has expanded its international
network by adding destinations
in regions including Central Asia
and the Caucasus Southeast Asia,
and Africa, Europe, where Air
Ind & is thie only indian carmier that
operates, was expectd to be the
next froptier for IndiCo
As partofits intemationalisa-
tionstrategy. IndiCo alsoplans in
inductextra-long- range narnow-
body Alrbus A321 XLR aircraft
and even wide-body Airbus A350
planes to operate medium- and
long-range intemational Mights,
‘WhileInd iGo will 2art receiving
the A321 XLRs from 2025-26.and
the A350s fmom 2027, the aifine
evidently does notwant o wat
forthem tofuel its international
expansion. Therefore, it took a
Boeing 787-9 on a damp lease
from Norse Atlantic, and is inthe
market for more wide-body air-
crafi under suchamangements.
FULL REPORTON
wwwindianexpress.com
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Electric air taxi maker ePlane
plans largest fundraise ever

Chennai-based startup, preparing to manufacture three prototypes by 2026, eyes $30-50 mn

folle T3
shoUvk das@ivermin com
WEW DELHI

hennai-based electric air

taxistariup The el lane Co

is looking to raise another

S30-50 million as 1t pre

puasres o rmanuGeturethres
prototypes by 2026 and set the stagefor
its first Bianch.

The starmip hasbeen conservative in
tapping investors so [ar, securing $20)
il Tiesn siovee 10 was foonebod in 2009,
That includes the 814 million it raisedin
November from venture capital lirm
Speeciali Invest and others,

ePlane’s proposed series C fimding
rvsnin will Bbieely b Felonwsid Ly s ther
one next vear, foumder and chief execu-
tive Satvanarayan Chakravarthy said,
wilhaut ehisclosing apotential valuation,

“Weare open toreceivingup to 8100

mtlicm i our mext fmding round if
investors align with our vision and tar-
gets,” Chakravarthy told M.
“Thisisacapital-intensive Geldsinoe
it involves themanofcmringof the air
tods themsebves, and the nesxt oo fund-
i oS will De Joey s we commmener
commercial, revenue-genermting oper-
atioms by end-20268 or early 20277
The startup, incubated ar the
Indian Instinuteof Technology (1T,

The startup was the first to propose a damestically built air taxi,

yoar, Clakravarthy saicl, followed by
imoriselaboratetrials nest vear,
‘satya’, as Chakravarthy is popularly
citlled by his peers, has a PhD in aero
space engineering from the Georgia
Instituteof Technologyin the US. Fol-
lowing a prostdoctoral stind there, e
Joined I Marlras asa professor in 19467

Marlras, was the first to propose s THEstartup has EPLANE raised $14
domestically built air  taxi. bﬁ;::;fﬂ’:ﬁgg“ ?:élﬁfxgtm%:i
1 hlr_l I.'llrc'L‘tnn_l‘tn [im??rnl of Civil 3¢ seclring $20mn  firm Speciale Invest
Aviation (DGCAY has issued three  sines ite faunding andathers

seets of rules on aircraft standards,

supply TESairambolances inaedeal val
vierd tent it vedy s 1 il O Tuesedbi,
the startup announced an expansion
into three global markets—the UAE,
Indonesia and Thailand.
Chakravarthy said the company was
also speaking with the civil aviation
authorities of Malaysia and Singapore

TAKEOFF PLANS

THE firm's proposed  OM Tuesday, the
sefies C furding startup announced
raand will likely be IS expanson into
followed by ancther  the UAE, Indonesia
fundraise rext year ane Thailand

o bnisiness. Bt ourfirst bunch will be
from India itself,” Chakravarthy siid.
Adrtaxishavve been Doetin] asan idea
for some time now. Kight years ago,
Dutchoompany Pal-V International BY
show el the workd s lirdt commmicrcial
'Nlyving car’ that was ready for produc-
tior, The same vesir, Ther Tne, and the
Us" National Aerenantics and Space
Administration (Nasa) signed a "Space
Act o developam uormanmed aerial tral
fic management system for air taxis,
Multilateral think tank World Eco-
nomie Forum's "Aviate programm
published arcporton 13 November stat -
inge that bn 2023 Bengaloro alone lost
S2 % hillkon in economic value doe (o
metropolitan congestion—something
auienomoasairmobility ool btigie
India’s DGCA hasmoved toenablea
legal framework for air taxds, including
eertilying appeovied air i ogeratons,
“The DGCA s exploring o certifica-

tion basts with usat the moment, Onee
wirestallish thiseenifetion basks, we'll
take the same information o other avia-
tion bodies across the world 1o show
them ourstandards, and there isa s gif-
icant amount of government-to-gov-
erorment understanding in this Geld,”
Chakravarthy saicl. "Given these com-
plications, by the eod of 2027, w
G peet OPeTAlons oo T
commercially in other parts of the
wiorkl tso,”

While the dlomestic air taxi mar-
ket doesn't have many playersyet,
Bermaloru-based Sarla Aviationisa

landing ports and pili traming for
air taxis—with meinenanee and abrtraf-
fic regulations still pending.

Laast roit b, DGCA also idertified five
sitesfor sandboxes’ or on-ground areas
forcontmolled testing, ofairtaxisin Guj-
arat and Andhra Pradesh. Toal flightsof
airtads, in which The ellane Co aimsio
participate, will beginby the coid ofthis

Towards the end of 2020, Chaloravarthy
moved away from teaching to focus on
the startup—but resumed wachingat a
limited seale in Avgust last year.

The ePlane Co is now Inolding toscale
gy, Last week, the startupsigned anon:
binding agrecment with the lnterna-
tiomal Critical-care Air Transfor Teamto

for regulatiory clariry.

“I'he Directorate Creneral of Civil Avi-
ation in Indonesia is looking at as
acijuiring a certification of operation
fromm India's DGO A and replicate similar
riles to opemte there, We're now in
conversation with Malaysia for the
same, which will increase the scope of

key competitor for The el'lane
Cu, In Novembaer, Sarla raised 510
million inseries-A funding from venture
capital firm Accel. Earlier, in April last
sear, LR -base] Archier Aviation signed
adeal with aidine IndiGo’s promater,
Interglobe Aviation, to supply 300 air
tais for city-to- airport comumute,

Far an extended version, vidt live-
mint.oom
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lon Musk’s SpaceX is
seeking to deploy Star

link saellite internet
terminals to help accelerate
anupgrade of thednformation
technology networks that
suppor the US Federal Avia
tion Administration's (FAA)
national airspace system,
according to people familiar
with the matter.

The effort raises questions
about conflicts ol interest for
Musk’s business empire and
the future of a $2 billion con
tractawardedin 2023 to Yer
zon Communications [ne. o
upgrade the critical infra
structure, according to the
people, who weren't autho-
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rized to speak publicly.

Musk approveda shipment
ol 000 Starlink terminals o
the FAA last weelk for the initi-
ative, said one of the people.
One terminal has already
been installed at the FAA's air
traffic control technology b
in Atlantic City, New Jersey,
for testing, the person said.

The person familiar with
the matter said the pro-
gravmmie will be called TDM XL
The goalisto have the entire
programme fully functional
wilhin 12 o 18 months

An FAA spoResperson con-
firmed Bommeng's report, say-
ing the agency is testing one
terminil in Atlantic City and
two terminals wt non-safety
critical sites in Alaska, The
F AA has been considering the

use of Starlink to fix telecom-
mumication eonnections and
provide  more reliable
weather information at
remote sites, including in
Alaska, the spokesperson said
by email.

Verzon's contrc supports
the FAA in maintaining and
upgrading its critical infra
structure, company spokes
man Hich Young said by
ermail, “Protecting Americans
who rely on a safe and line-
tioning air traffic control svs-
tem s more important than
ever,” Young added. "Our
enhancementswill help make
that happen.”

A SpaceX representative
didn't immediately respond
o a request for comment,

“The Verizon system is not

DELHI

Improving the FA&s ageing airspace netwark has drawn fresh

attention after a deadly midair collision in January,

working and so is putting air
travelers at serious risk,”
Musk posted on his X social
media platform,

The people said it was

BLOOMBERG

unclear how the use of Star
link terminals might impact
thes existing Verizon conbract.

The push would extend
Musk's reach into the FAA,

26 FEBRUARY 2025

the aviation safety watchdog
that regulates SpaceX rocket
laumches, Musk isoverseeing
a broad effort to reshape the
US government
under President

military helicopter near
Ronald Reagan Washington
National Airport. Alter thae
crash, Trump called current
air traffic control
teechnology “ohso-

Donald Tromp, lete.”

ancl hias sigmificant Transportation
contracts with fied- h':LISH Ellt:'.!lrﬂ‘fégg seCretary  Sean
R R ., shipment of 4, L
I‘rqlt .;gt_]lt.u.\..T!.u. Stadlik terminals 1o Duffy =aid l..sr[;l. r
FAA's air trallic  (hapaA last wesk this month thal
control  svstem  for the nitiative Musk's Depart-
manages <5,000 ) ment of Govern
Aights carrving gg-érggmmi‘"ed ment Efficiency
almost 3 mJJImr:! 2t the FAAS air traffic wuut:d work wnlh
people in the US  contrel technolegy aviation authori-
eachday. laby in Atlantic City ties to "rethink™

[mproving the
FAA's ageing air

space network has drawn
freshattention after a deadly
midair collision in January
between a regional jet and a

the mation's air-
spice,

AnFAA effortto modernize
its air-traffic controller net
work has dragged on for
vears, The US Government

Accountahility Office warnecd
in December that the agency
meedled to take nrgem aetion
to update its systems, noting
that a 2023 risk assessment
fomnd 76% were either unsns-
tainable or potentially unsus-
taimable,

The FAAN's Starlink tests
miark the latest inroads Spa
ceX is making with govern
ments and businesses glo-
hally—an expansion that has
been further accelerated by
Musk’sgreater palitical influ-
enceand reach,

bleomberg reported in
December thal SpaceX
received o Pentagon contract
toexpand Ukraine'saccess to
a mare secure, militarized
version of itsStarlink satellite
network.
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A fresh search for doomed Malaysm airlines flight

KUALA LUMPUR

A fresh search for Malaysia
Alrfines ight MHIT0 has been
launched more than a decade
after the plane went missing in
one of aviation’s greatest en-
during mysteries,

Maritime exploration firm
Ocean Infinity has resumed the
hunt for the missing plans, Ma-
laysian Transport Minister An
thony Loke sald on Tuesday

Loke said contract details be-
tween Malaysin and the lrm
were still being finalised but
welcomied “the proactiveneas
of Ocean Infinity to deploy
their ships” o begin the search
for the plane, which went miss
ing in March 214,

Loke sald details about how
long the search would last had
not been negotiated vet. He also
did not provide details about
when exactly the British firm
restarted iis hunt

The Malaysian government
gaid in December last yvear it
had agreed to launch a new

'é.., fé;
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in this 1ie phota, a woman pushes her baby tart in front of a message board for
passengers sboand the mesing Malaysia Aklines plane in Kuala Lumpur | ar

soarch for MH370. The Boeing
T77 carrving 239 people disap
peared from radar screens on
March 8, 2014, while en route
from Kuala Lumpur to
Beljing

Two-thirds of the passengers
were Chiness, while the others

inchuded Malaysians, Indone
sians and Australians, as well
a5 Indian, American, Dulch
and French nationals

The plane has never been
found despite the lampest search
in aviation history. “We'ne very
relieved and pleased that the

search Is resuming once Ltg,.il.n
after such a long hiatus,” Ma-
laysian Grace Nathan, 36, who
lost her mother an the doomed
jet, told AFP
Jaguita Gonzales, 62 wifeof
MH3TONight supervisor Patrick
Gomes, sald she hoped the re-
sumption of the search would
bring her family much-needed
closure. “We just want to know
where it is and what happened,”
shesaid, “Memories come back
like vesterday, it's fresh in our
heads. ™
Loke said in December the
new search would be on the
same “no find, no fee” principle
a5 Ocean Infinity's previous
search, with the gover nment
only paving out if the frm
finds the aircraft. The contract
was for 18 months and Malay-
simwould pay $7T0million to the
company Il the plane was
found, Loke had previously
sald. Ocean Infinity, based in
UKand the US. bst car rled out
an unsueoeasfol search in 2018,
AP
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DGCA issues summons
to Al over Chouhan’s
complaint of broken seat

New Delhi: Civil aviation regulator DGCA
has called a meeting with Air India (Al) on
next Monday following a complaint by Union
agriculture minister Shivraj Singh Chou-
han about an uncomfortable seat on his
flight from Bhopal to Delhi.

Chouhan had raised concerns after being
allotted what he described as a “broken and
sunken” seat on Air India flight Al 436 last
Saturday His experience reignited concerns
about Air India’s service standards, while
the airline attempts to improve its oper-
ations under Tata Group's ownership.

Following the regulator's directive,
Air India submitted a report on Monday, It
said the seat was not broken and was fune-
tioning properly. However, the airline ac-
knowledged that the seat, like others on Ajfr-
bus A321, was designed to be lightweight
with lean cushioning to reduce aircraft
weight and fuel consumption.

DGCA is expected to remind the airline
about ensuring passenger comfort. In the
past, the regulator has instructed airlines
not tosell unserviceable seats. T
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