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Scrutiny mounts on AAIB
as 2023 crash report stuck

letters@hindustantimes com

NEW DELHI: The civil aviation
ministry’s 2024-25 annual
report states that of 104 acci-
dents, investigations into 91 had
been completed by December
31, 2024, with 88 final reports
made public. As per Interna-
tional Civil Aviation Organiza-
tion (ICAO) norms, investiga-
tions such as these require a
final report within a year of the
incident.

HT looked back at Aircraft
Accident Investigation Bureau
(AAIB) final reports and found
that among the delayed reports
is that of a September 2023 run-
way accident involving VSR Avi-
ation, the company from which
Maharashtra deputy chief min-
ister Ajit Pawar chartered the
Learjet 45 that crashed on
Wednesday, killing him and
four others.

The delay has raised ques-
tions about AAIB's capacity, but
‘more critically, experts said the
missing findings could have
determined if VSR Aviation
required stricter oversight long
before the Baramati crash.

“Tt is still unclear whether the
2023 incident was purely
weather-related or linked to
technical issues. Had the final
findings been released, it would
have clarified whether correct-
ive action was required,” said an
aviation professional, request-
ing anonymity.

The September 2023 accident
saw a VSR Learjet 45, registra-
tion VT-DBL, break into two
pieces during a heavy rain land-
ing at Mumbai airport. All six
occupants survived with inju-
ries. AAIB issued a preliminary
report one month after the
crash, stating that flight
recorder data had been down-
loaded and records relating to
maintenance, crew, radar, air
traffic control communications
and the enhanced ground prox-
imity warning system had been
sent for analysis.

involving VSR Aviation, the firm from which Ajit Pawar chartered

theLearjet 45 that crashed on Wednesday.

However, 16 months later, the
final findings have not been
released.

The ministry report also
shows that of 123 serious inci-
dents, 108 investigations were
completed with 107 final reports
released, leaving at least one
report delayed and 15 pending
probe. The September 2023
incident, with no fatalities, was
classified asan “accident”, while
the Baramati crash, and inci-
dents that involve the potential
of mass casualties, are likely to
be considered as a “serious inci-
dent”.

Investigation backlogs and
resource constraints

JS Rawat, former joint
director general of the Director-
ate General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA), said every accident
occurs due to a unique set of
factors as he stressed on the
need for stricter timelines. “The
sole purpose of an investigation
report is to understand what
went wrong and how such inci-
dents can be avoided in the
future,” he said. “The weather
conditions in Mumbai and Bar-
amati were different. Thatsaid,
as per norms, the report should
have been released within a
year. Since there were no fatali-
ties in the Mumbai aircraft skid,
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the authorities should have
completed the investigation in
accordance with the rules.”

Rawat emphasised: “Its high
time thata reasonable timeline
should be defined for complet-
ing an investigation”.

One former bureaucrat famil-
iar with the agency said AAIB is
beset with staff shortages, func-
tions “barely with 8-10 people”.
“With the aviation sector
expanding rapidly, the AAIB
needs adequate staffing Its role
is vital, yet it has not received
the attention it deserves,” he

added.

Unregulated boom?

Pilots and former regulators
pointed to deeper problems
now exposed by the Baramati
crash: oversight of non-sched-
uled operator (NSOP) ecosys-
tem. A former pilot, familiar
with VSR Aviation’s practices,
said operators like it “wait for
the aircraft to break and then fix
it, with very poor oversight in
CAMO [Continuing Airworthi-
ness Management Organisa-
tion], maintenance and quality.
Pilots are manipulated to fly
poorly maintained aircraft”.

VSR did not respond to
requests for a comment.

Another pilot said under-re-
porting of flight hours is com-

mon among many NSOPs to
delay expensive maintenance.

A'sector expert said this was
an open secret. “It is widely
known that operators like them
under-report aircraft and
engine hours to prolong mainte-
nance. The OEM ‘on-condition’
rules are ignored until compo-
nents fail. Engines fly with high
vibration and low temperature
margins; I have seen fan blades
chipped beyond limits,” said
Mark D Martin of Martin Con-
sulting.

Martin added that several
chartered jets operate with criti-
cal equipment inoperative.
“Unlike airlines, NSOPs must
pay upfront cash for parts cost-
ing $30,000 to $150,000. The
mantra is not maintenance but
‘paisa-vasool’,” he said.

The former bureaucrat
quoted above said VSR is
alleged to maintain multiple log
books shown to DGCA inspec-
tors. “By under-logging hours, it
is obvious that the maintenance
cycle is also delayed,” he said.
“This is a clever way to deal
with the annual surveillance
and spot checks by the DGCA.
However, there is a need for the
regulator to seek flight plans
from the Airports Authority of
India to cross-check the opera-
tors’ claims. This will ensure
that NSOPs do not take safety
for granted.”

A former DGCA official cau-
tioned against painting all
NSOPs with the same brush.
“Big corporate operators —such
as Reliance or Bajaj — do not
compromise on safety. The
problem lies with jet operators
and their attitude,” one official
said. But a second official
agreed: “The recent crash has
highlighted the need for a
change of the system. Neither
should pilots agree to fly such
planes, nor should operators
stretch them to do so. But if the
majority of NSOPs are frequent
insuch violations then an acci-
dent or incident will remain
unavoidable.”

Navy

coast guard ALHs

likely to ﬂy agaln in April

Rahul Singh
letters@hindustantimes.com

HYDERABAD: Plane maker Hin-
dustan Aeronautics Limited
has fixed a nagging flaw afflict-
ing a key component of the
transmission system of the
navy and coast guard's Dhruv
advanced light helicopters and
they are likely to be cleared to
fly again in April, ending the
longest grounding of an air-
craft in the Indian military,
HAL chief DK Sunil said on Sat-
urday.

The workhorse twin-engine
fleet was grounded in January
2025 following a fatal coast
guard crash.

“HAL has started upgrading
the swashplate assembly
mounted around the Dhruv
ALH'’s main rotor mast to boost
its fatigue tolerance in a harsh
marine environment, and the
exercise will be completed by
March-end. The swashplate
assembly life has been signifi-
cantly improved through
refined manutaclunng tech-
niques,” Sunil said at Wings
India 2026, the four-day civil
aviation show that ended at
Begumpet airport in Hydera-
bad on Saturday.

Any defect in the swashplate
assembly can compromise the

The Dhruv ALH fleet was
grounded in January 2025
following a fatal coast guard

crash. HTPHOTO
ability of the pilots to control
the helicopter’s motion — it
translates stationary control
inputs from the pilot into rotat-
ing inputs connected to the
main rotor blades.

The snag related to the
swashplate assembly in the
navy and coast guard helicop-
ters was detected after the fatal
coast guard ALH crash at
Porbandar in Gujarat on Janu-
ary 5, 2025 in which two pilots
and an aircrew driver were
killed.

The military’s entire fleet of
330 ALHs was instantly
grounded. Four months later,

on May 1, the 300 choppers
operated by the army and air
force were declared airworthy
by HAL after comprehensive
safety checks. The 30 ALHs
operated by the navy and coast
guard were, however, not given
the green light to return to the
skies.

A fleet-wide inspection con-
ducted after the January 5
crash revealed that the navy
and coast guard ALHs were
facing the same problem as the
Dhruv that crashed in Porban-
dar — cracks in the swashplate
assembly, linked to sustained
operations in a saline environ-
ment. HT was the first to report
on February 4, 2025 that a
detailed analysis by the Council
of Scientific and Industrial
Research-National Aerospace
Laboratories (CSIR-NAL), Ben-
galuru, pointed to a swashplate
assembly failure.

At Wings India 2026, HAL
showcased the Dhruv NG (new
generation) helicopter for the
civil sector, and signed a deal
with Pawan Hans Limited for
supplying 10 units to the heli-
copter service provider.

HAL's internal estimates
suggest that India will require
around 400 helicopters in the

Dhruv NG category in the com-
ing years.

NEET ASPIRANT
DEATH: BIHAR
RECOMMENDS CBI
INVESTIGATION

Avinash Kumar
avinash kumar@htlive.com

PATNA: The Bihar government
on Saturday decided to hand
over the probe into the mysteri-
ous death of a17-year-old NEET
aspirant to the Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI), with the
parent’s of the deceased
demanding the probe to be
‘monitored by the high court.

State’s deputy chief minister
Samrat Choudhary ina post on
X said: “CM Nitish Kumar has
requested the central govern-
ment to hand over the investiga-
tion of the NEET student’s death
case in Patna to the CBI so that
the incident can be thoroughly
probed in a transparent and
impartial manner.”

However, the deceased’s par-
ents expressed distrust in the
CBI, citing alleged delay and
suspected tampering with evi-
dence.

“We never demanded a CBI
probe. The CBI will do the same
thing that the SIT has been
doing. There should be a probe
under the supervision of the
court,” the girl's father said.

The 17-year-old girl was
found unconscious in her hostel
room in Patna on January 6. She
died at a hospital on January 11.
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