
FLYING OUT OF AIR POCKETS 
GoAir's future was tense just a year back, but the budget carrier is now 
talking scale and has preponed deliveries of 10 more aircraft 

To communicate the change in its business focus, GoAir has gone in for a rebranding exercise: it changed the 
colour of the logo and uniform of its crew to solid blue, as it wanted to be seen as a serious player and a 
corporate airline. In the process, it has shed its earlier youth-oriented image. Ground staff, who used to dress in 
jeans and T-shirts, have also switched over to blazers and suits 
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GoAir, which touched a new 
low in March 2009 when 
its planes were flying half-
empty, is trying to stage a 
comeback. 

The Wadia Group's budget carri-
er, which had 2.6 per cent market share 
in the first quarter of 2009, has increased 
it to 5.8 per cent. It carried 52 per 
cent more passengers last quarter com-
pared to the same period last year and 
153 per cent more in 2009-10 compared 
to year before, albeit on a low base. 

The numbers are still very small, 
compared to what relative newcom-
ers such as Spicejet and Indigo have 
achieved. And it's also a fact that de-
spite its focus on driving efficien-
cies, the airline is at best catching 
up with its rivals. In May, GoAir had a 
load factor of 85.7 per cent but its peers 
did better than that - Indigo clocked 
92.3 per cent and Spicejet 90.4 per cent. 
Even on on-time performance, most 
airlines scored higher than GoAir. 

But everyone agrees that the num-
bers are a sharp improvement for 
an airline which everyone had writ-
ten off. No one had thought that the 
airline will be in a position to talk about 
building scale and will finally exercise 
the option of buying 10 more planes 
from Airbus. It is in fact trying to pre-
pone deliveries which are slated to 
start in January 2012. What's more, 
the airline is making the pre-deliv-

ery payments for these planes from 
its accruals, and is no more looking to 
induct a financial or strategic partner. 

Many feel GoAir's better per-
formance is only to be expected at a 
time when except Paramount and King-
fisher, all airlines have gained or re-
tained their market share over last 
year. But experts say market share 
gains are often a function of the ca-
pacity added. For instance, Indigo's 
market share increased to 16.6 per 
cent in June 2010, up from 13.6 per 
cent in June last year—a period dur-
ing which it added around 10 aircraft. 

But GoAir managed to almost dou-
ble market share by adding just two air-
craft. "You do not gain market share on-
ly by dumping more capacity in the mar-
ket. Without passengers, the added 
capacity will only dilute the load factor. 
So GoAir must be doing something right. 
Once you get a bad reputation (for serv-
ice and reliability) it takes a long time 
to re-achieve a good one," says Steve 
Forte, a former CEO of Jet Airways. 

Problems & Response 
While GoAir has been riding the re-
covery in demand, it has come a long 
way from the lows it hit in the second 
half of 2008-09. At one point, the air-
line was cancelling 20-22 per cent 
of its flights, which began to erode the 
confidence of fliers and travel agents. 
That's when Chairman Nusli Wadia 
stepped in, and in April 2009, replaced 
CEO Edgardo Badiali with a man-

agement led by Kaushik Khona, who 
was then working as vice-president, 
finance, in the Chairman's office. 

Khona's brief was to make the air-
line profitable in a way that it could 
sustain its growth. The immediate chal-
lenge was to restore confidence of 
fliers and trade and return the old 
planes, the root cause for cancella-
tions. When the planes are returned, 
they go to the workshop as they have 
to be returned as brand-new aircraft. 
This meant some upfront costs, and 
the group chipped in with one-time 
funds infusion in September 2009. 

Three old planes were returned in 
May, June, and July 2009. "We told 
ourselves that we will never cancel 
a flight and always fly on time. This 
helped us gain stability and instill con-

fidence in consumers and 
trade," says Khona. This 
started showing results: 
in April, GoAir carried 

140,000 passengers against 
70,000 the previous month. 

Changing Colours 
To communicate the change, the air-
line went for a rebranding exercise: it 
changed the colour of the logo and 
uniform of its crew to solid blue. "We 
wanted to be seen as a serious play-
er and a corporate airline," says Khona. 
So, it tried to shed its youth-orient-
ed image. Ground staff, who used to 
dress in jeans and T-shirt, switched 
over to blazers and suits. "It helps 
in the overall look and feel of the 
airline," says Rakesh Tiwari, GoAir's 
vice president, commercial. 

It used customer feedback to ramp 
up its customer service, benchmark-
ing them with the best in the business. 
For instance, if it took Indigo or Jet Air-
ways a minute to check in a passen-
ger, ittried to achieve the same. "With 
a 360 degree approach, we aligned all 
departments, trained them for better 
customer delivery," says Tiwari. With 
new planes, GoAir was also the first 

AIRLINE MARKETSHARE 
Mar-09 

— 
Jun-09 Jun-10 

K i n g f i s h e r 26.70 - 24-40 21 
J e t A i r w a y s 17.80 16.60 18.70 
J e t Lite 7.30 7.30 7.80 
Air Ind ia 17.10 17.50 16.90 
I n d i g o 13.40 fco 16.40 
S p i c e j e t 12 12.80 13.30 
GoAir 3 5.40 5.80 
P a r a m o u n t 2.20 2.00 0.30 
Source: DGCA press notes ? I f '(inpe,cem) 

to harp on on-time performance lead-
ing to least cancellations. 

It also altered its distribution strat-
egy to reduce its dependence on con-
solidators and now directly reaches 
over 600 travel agents who generate 
27-28 per cent of its sales. As it be-
gan promoting sales through its web-
site and call centres, distribution costs 
fell to 5 per cent from 13 per cent be-

fore April 2009. 
GoAir's network strategy 

focused on how it could 
flog its assets and con-
nect tier-II towns not 

serviced by other LCCs. 
It operates 16 flights a 

day on the Delhi-Mumbai-
Delhi sector, which caters to its 

corporate customers and sustains the 
airline. It was the first LCC to launch 
a business class (in the first two rows, 
minus the middle seats, with meals 
and more leg space), which comes 
at a third of the price charged by full-
service carriers. It offers a flexi fare— 
for Rs 150 more, it allows people to 
reschedule flights without a fee. 

LCCs like to dominate city-pairs 
with higher frequencies than spread 
themselves too thin. But GoAir believes 
in connecting more cities with fewer 
planes. So, with eight planes, it serv-
ices 15 stations. Spicejet serves 18 sta-
tions with 20 planes and Indigo con-
nects 22 cities with 27 planes. Khona 
believes it helps him widen his reach 
and carry more people. As a result, it 
flies to four stations where Spicejet 
(Nanded, Nagpur, Indore and Chandi-
garh) or Indigo (Indore, Nanded, 
Chandigarh and Bagdogra) don't fly. 

Not everyone is impressed. A sen-
ior executive with a rival LCC says 'Go 
Air changes its route strategy every 
six months and can't decide what to 
do. The best flights in the networks 
are always the ones which have been 
there for a long time in the network. 
How many rimes they started flying 
Ahmedabad-Bangalore, stopped fly-
ing, and resumed flying? They are an 
airline without a thought," he says. 

But there are backers too. Many 
experts say itls smart thinking to build 
a network of cities that tries to avoid 
direct confrontation with larger and more 
established airlines. "Once their strength 
increases, they can start nipping at the 
major's flanks," says Forte. This strat-
egy helps it flog its planes more—at 
7.6 flights a day per aircraft, it has the 
highest aircraft utilisation per day, fol-
lowed by 6.5 flights a day per aircraft by 
Indigo and Kingfisher. Khona says this 
allows him to do one extra flight per day. 

For the airline, the next target 
is to improve market share to 7.5 
per cent by December 2011 and im-
prove efficiency. 
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