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INDIA’S AVIATION: NEED OF DATA DRIVEN OVERSIGHT

Context

¢ [ndia needs data-driven oversight in its aviation sector to monitor fares, prevent market abuse, ensure fair
competition, and shift from reactive crisis management to proactive regulation.

Need for Data-Driven Oversight in Aviation Sector of India
e Slow Regulatory Data Systems: Passenger traffic has expanded rapidly, low-cost carriers dominate
domestic skies, and airport infrastructure is scaling up across metros and tier-2 cities in India.
+ However, regulatory data systems have not evolved at the same pace, while the physical and
commercial footprint of aviation has grown.
e Largely Volume Focused Oversight: Tracking passenger numbers, fleet size, and freight traffic, rather
than systematically monitoring fare behaviour and market conduct.
+ |t creates vulnerabilities in a sector that is increasingly complex and algorithm-driven.
e Prices in Dynamic Market: Fares fluctuate in real time based on demand patterns, seat inventory, competitor
pricing, seasonal factors, and market share on specific routes (dynamic revenue management systems).
¢ |tis not easy to distinguish between legitimate demand-driven fare increases and the exercise of market
power.
e Limits of Crisis-Based Regulation: Recent fare spikes in India have often led to temporary interventions
such as price caps, calls for fare data submissions, and short-term investigations.

e Limits of Ad Hoc Intervention: Temporary fare caps and post-crisis investigations can provide relief, but
they are not substitutes for continuous oversight.

+ Even when regulators request fare data, the information is often retrospective and limited in scope.

+ Without consistent, analytical datasets, regulators struggle to distinguish between a legitimate demand-
driven price spike, and a surge that crosses into exploitative market behaviour.

Why Does Data Transparency Matters?

¢ Identifying Route-Level Market Power: If routes dominated by a single airline consistently exhibit higher
average fares than competitive routes, this may indicate structural pricing power.

¢ Tracking Entry and Exit Effects: When a competitor enters a route, fares typically decline. When one exits,
fares may rise. Systematically capturing these trends allows regulators to assess competitive intensity.

e Monitoring Peak-Period Pricing: Holiday and high-demand periods provide natural tests of pricing
behaviour. If airlines raise fares disproportionately on routes where they have higher market share, this
could signal dominance leverage.

e Encouraging Algorithmic Accountability: When pricing outcomes are observable and periodically
reviewed, airlines are more likely to embed compliance safeguards within revenue management systems.

+ Transparency, therefore, acts as a deterrent without requiring constant intervention.

Learning from Global Best Practices

e DB1B Model of United States: The Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS) maintains the Airline
Origin and Destination Survey, widely known as the DB1B database.

e DB1B has collected ticket-level data, including fares, routes, and carrier details since 1995 for a 10%
random sample of all domestic tickets sold each quarter.

+ |t creates a comprehensive digital trail of actual prices paid in the marketplace.
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e The DB1B framework enables regulators to monitor pricing trends over decades, supports empirical
research, improves competition oversight, and promotes market transparency.

e For India, adopting a similar 10% sampling framework would represent a structural shift, expanding the
DGCA'’s role from tracking volumes to monitoring market behaviour.

Way Forward
¢ Addressing Industry Concerns: Resistance to data transparency typically centers on three arguments:
¢ Proprietary Algorithms: Airlines argue that revenue management systems are their ‘secret sauce’. A

10% random sampling framework is a practical compromise. It monitors the outcome without revealing
the logic or code behind pricing systems.

+ Technical Burden: Supplying a fraction of ticket data on a quarterly basis is unlikely to impose a
significant operational load, especially given the digital infrastructure airlines already maintain.

+ Risk of Implicit Coordination: Some fear transparency enables airlines to track competitors. A quarterly,
delayed release of sampled data minimizes immediate coordination risks while preserving policy value.
e From Reactive Controls to Institutional Strength: India’s aviation future depends not only on fleet
expansion and airport construction, but also on regulatory sophistication.
+ A data-first framework would reduce reliance on ad hoc fare caps, improve competition oversight,
strengthen consumer confidence, and support evidence-based policymaking.

+ As aviation becomes increasingly algorithmic, regulation must become increasingly analytical.

Conclusion

e [ndia’s aviation sector represents a major economic success story. However, rapid growth without robust
data infrastructure risks regulatory blind spots.

e The way forward is not heavy-handed control, but structured transparency. In a market of India’s scale,
data-driven oversight is foundational to sustainable growth.

Source: TH

Daily Mains Practice Question

[Q] Examine the need for a data-driven oversight mechanism in India’s aviation sector. Discuss the
challenges, potential benefits, and global best practices that India can adopt.
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