Air India on long haul to
restoring lost reputation

When Tata bought Air India in 2022 it
hired aviation veteran Camobell Wilson
to lure back the many travellers it had
lost during its long decline. His revival
drive has seen the fleet expanded, new
routes opened and services refined. it
& a story in sync with Narendra Modi's
triumphalist narrative of a rising India
shedding its past. But for some, change
15 not fast enough, with criics revelling
in persistent mishaps, from lost bags
1o poor food and emergency landings.
Elag rarsiar's ‘misgion’ « songs




AIr India chiet hails progress in
flag carrier’s ‘mission’ of revival

Tata-owned group’s overhaul is in sync with Modi’s vision for country but critics want faster change

JOHN REED — GURUGRAM, INDIA

The chiel executive of Alr Indla has
acclaimed the carrier’s progress in an
ambitious turnaround under its Tata
Group owner, while acknowledging the
challenge of restoring the reputation ol
the former state -owned national carrier
that Indians love o complain about.
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of the turnaround. By
i3 wrwvns account it is now in the final,
“rlimh”™ phase, merging its sprawling
operations, driving profitability and
enhancing customer value, and taking
Indian aviation 1o the global stage.

MNew aircraft from 2023 huge 470-jet
Bocing and Airbus order are beginning
to arrive al an average rale of one every
six days, allowing Air India to open
more routes. The company is also over-
hauling tired interiors in some ol its
older aircraft, a process delayed by sup-
ply chain bottlenecks in the global

Wilson completed two mergers in
2024 — between Air India and Vistara,
its joint venture with Singapore Air
lines, and between its two regional air
lines, Air India Express and Air Asia
India.

This is a corporate turnaround story
in sync with India’s triumphalist narra
tive under the Narendra Modi govern
ment of a rising nation proudly shed-
ding its past of colonial oppression and
cconomic underperformance.

For Tata, the business opportunity is
clear: il Air India successfully trans
forms its fleet, upgrades its service and
flies more new routes between India and
Europe, North America and the Asia
Pacific region, it can win back custom
ers who had sworn off it, induding pas-
sengers among India's large diaspora.

The airline is still in the red: it
reported a net koss of Rs4-4bn ($520mn)
in the financial year to the end of March
2024, narrower than the Ral14bn it had
lost the previous year.

For some, the change is not fast
enough. Indian media and social media
have revelled in Air India’s mishaps
since Tata bought it, from missing lug-
gage and damaged seats to poor food
and two emergency landings in Russia
for salety reasons in 2023 and 2024.

“Prople are getting impatient about
wihy it is taking so long for Air India to be
rejuvenated, to be made into a world-
class airline, which has been the ambi-
Uiwn ol Uwe Talas,” said Jiteoder Bluas
gava, a lormer executive director of the
airline and author of a book on the car-
rier, The Descent of Air India

Wilson insisted the turnaround is on
track, saying it was a feat to have man-

aged two mergers, an overhaul of the Air
India brand — including a new logo, uni

forms and livery — and to have recruited
maore than 9000 employees, reducing
the workforce's average age from 54 to
35

“There's no airline that I'm aware of in
history that has done all these things at
the same time, and done it in two and a
bit years,” he said.

When Tata bought Air India, it was
struggling to pay vendors and had 30
aircraft on the ground that, Wilson
recalls, the airline was cannibalising for
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parts to keep the rest of the fleet flying.
Staff were using private Gmail accounts
for company business. Air India was the
last airline using its ancient, mainframe
computer rescrvalion system.

Tata committed $200mn o revamp-
ing its IT system and consolidated 63
offices into a single campus in Guru-
gram.

In February 2023 it announced what
was then the biggest jet order in aviation
history for 470 aircraft, later to be
pipped by its biggest domestic rival
IndiGo, which ordered 500 jets from
Airbus in June.

Wilson also set about refurbishing
interiors and sourcing components for
Air India’s existing fleet, including the
30 grounded jets that had been raided
for parts. “Something like 30,000 com
ponents we had to find — and that was
just one aircraft,” he said.

Delivery ol some of the Bosing air-
craft, he added, had been delayed by the
recent strike by machinists at the US
group, further straining a “tight mar-
ket” lor delivery ol aircralt and compo
nentry.

“Every airline is affected,” Wilson
said. “It's just probably a little bit more
frustrating for us, in an aircraft and
product renewal process with an appe-
tite for massive expansion.”

However, Air India has managed 1o
induct 100 aircralt in less than two
years, allowing it to launch more than
100 new rowtes.

Outside critics of the airline say Wil-
son should have taken a more radical
approach te overhauling its fleet, which
still includes old aircraft with dowdy
interiors on many domestic routes,
Todian media bave highlighted cum
paints about “unclean, worn-off seats™
or a traveller on a New York-bound
ﬂl';hl whao said she was served an ome
lette with a cockroach in it.

“The problem with Air India was
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never about the branding,” said Mark
Martin, an aviation analyst and chiel
executive ol Martin Consulting. “The
problem with Air India was the quality
of the product - the seats, the cabins,
the heat exchanges, the in-flight enler-
tainment — and the first priority shoukd
have been toget the 180 existing aircraft
back online.”

Because some of Lhe jets were older
and their parts no longer in production,
Wilson has had to turn to Air India sister
company Tata Technologies to help
reverse-engineer plastics, trays and
recliners for business and lirst-class
seats, (A business seat in a Boeing 787,
he said, had 11 different actuators to
control its position. )

Air India still faces entrenched soepi
cism among [Indians who abandoned it
during its decades of decline. It also
faces vigorous competition from the
foreign carriers that fly to India and
from iits biggest domestic rival IndiGo,
which introduced an “IndiGo Stretch™
business class on the Delhi- Mumbai
route last month, taking the Hag carrier
on directly for its highest-value
CUSLIMCTS.

Bhargava thinks that in a growing
Indian market both Air India and
IndiGo “will give any Gulf airline a run
for the money™ once they take delivery
of all their lomg-haul aircraft on order.

Wilson acknowledges the competi-
tion, but points to small victories, such
as Condé Nast Traveller having recently
voted Air India the world's 12th-best air-
lime.

“We do see this as a bit of a national
mission, to make a new Air India,” he
said. “If and when we get it right — and
m yuite convisued it's when
will be a huge level of support and
engagement and customer loyalty that
will come.”

He added: “Sol'd rather there be some
interest than no interest.”

there



