Debate

What beleaguers air safety in India?
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SANAT KAUL| CHAIRMAN IFAAD* (INDIA CHAPTER) 
DGCA lacks both financial and technical independence 
IS SAFETY OF OUR CIVIL AVIATION SET-UP IN good hands? Is the safety apparatus adequate? These are some of the questions in the mind of the public after the Mangalore crash and the reports of ‘near-misses’ happening on a daily basis. After Mangalore crash, there have been a series of near misses such as a tyre burst in Delhi, a goaround at Patna airstrip and sudden descent over Muscat while the pilot took a toilet break. 
    These are signs that our safety apparatus is under stress. While we cheered and gloated over the growth in civil aviation, new aircrafts and new or refurbished airports, little attention was paid to safety surveillance. Alongwith growth of aviation, it is essential to ehance the safety systems. In India the reverse happened. We gloated over growth and forgot the safety. As a result, we did not even fill up essential safety posts. With posts lying vacant over a year, they attracted the across-the-board ban on filling vacant posts when permanent economy cuts were imposed by the finance ministry. In 2006, International Civil Aviation Organization rated India poorly in its safety audit. Finally, it was the threat of a downgrade from category-II country to category-I by Federal Aviation Authority (FAA) of US that led to a prime ministerial intervention and creation of posts. 
    We need to clarify where the buck stops and who are the stakeholders. At one end is the Director General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), the safety regulator. The second is the Airports Authority of India (AAI), which has the statutory charge of air traffic management and are, therefore, the sole service provider for air traffic management. Third is the ministry of civil aviation. Both the DGCA and the AAI are subordinate to the ministry. The only difference is that AAI is an independent authority with its own finances and its chairman and executive directors are appointed by the Public Enterprises Selection Board. DGCA, is, unfortunately, an attached office of the ministry with very little financial and non-financial powers. The budget of the DGCA is a part of the ministry’s budget, and therein lies the problem. 
    The lack of independent status almost cripples the DGCA. Unlike in other countries such as the US where the FAA comes under the Department of Transport but is independent by tradition and statute, DGCA appointments are an internal matter for the government. This puts DGCA at a disadvantage. All essential matters have to be referred to the ministry. All accident reports have to be approved by the ministry. He cannot create even a post of peon. 
    It is high time that DGCA was made into an independent authority with financial independence and with power to create technical posts and fill them up. Without such independence, issues of surveillance over safety oversight in aviation will remain a pipe dream. Further, the issue of accident investigation (including near-misses) should be with an independent statutory authority similar to National Transport Safety Board of the US, an autonomous body for all transport modes including the railway and roads, and kept independent of the government. 
    *International Foundation of Aviation, Aerospace and Development
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V THULASIDAS| FORMER CMD, AIR INDIA 
Safety concerns are overplayed, flying is safe in India 
THE MANGALORE AIR CRASH HAS THROWN up questions regarding air safety in India. It is but natural that a tragedy of this proportion will invite public and media attention to the negative aspects of Indian aviation. It is, however, unnatural, and typically Indian, to imagine all possible horrors and see an accident in every flight that takes off. 
    Is aviation in India worse than rail or road transport in terms of accidents and fatalities? Scan any newspaper almost any day, and you will read about crashes, on either the roads or rail lines. Are those deaths less painful or less important? 
    Let us concentrate on all the 
negatives in an attempt to improve air safety in India. But, this need not be done by imagining near misses all over Indian skies. Is it that, even if true, these happen only in India? 
    A quick internet search shows that in 2009 and 2010, till now, there were six accidents in the USA/US aircraft, three each in Indonesia and Iran and two each in India and Dubai/Dubai aircraft and one each in 14 other countries. The Air India Express crash is the third highest in terms of fatalities, after 228 deaths in the Air France crash in the Atlantic and 168 deaths in the Caspian Airlines crash in Iran. There were 52 deaths in the case of US. It is pure luck that the passengers of the US Airways flight that ditched in the Hudson river did not drown. 
    The Air France crash of June 1, 2009 does not make France an unsafe country for air travel. If frequent accidents and fatalities happen, that certainly casts doubts on safety standards in a country. The last fatal crash of a commercial airline in India was the Alliance Air crash in July 2000 in Patna. 
    The reason for any accident needs to be understood before we start the blame game. Investigation in to the Mangalore crash will bring out the reason. The earlier it is done, the better. It is important, thereafter, that the agencies concerned, government, Director General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), airline and airport take corrective action, promptly and transparently. This alone will send a reassuring message to the travelling community. 
    Knee-jerk reactions from any quarters, prompted by frenzy on TV channels or prophets of doom, should not dictate policy or corrective action. For example, the environmental lobby baying for blood for the construction of the second runway in Mangalore or the lobbies demanding ouster of all foreign pilots wholesale or the impression sought to be created that a table-top runway is essentially unsafe, are all to be taken with a pinch of salt. The regulator in India, the DGCA, has been in the forefront of enforcing safety standards. True, India can do with better technology, more sophisticated equipment and more skilled manpower. After all, Indian aviation grew too fast, perhaps, in the last 5-6 years, and the regulator also needs to grow. But, let us not send wrong signals to the international community that Indian aviation is not safe; it is safer than that in most other countries. It is safer than other modes of transport in India.

