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At a time when the West Asia
crisis has disrupted trade,
Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh on Wednesday said
supply chain diversification
and greater regional co-oper-
ation were fundamental to
strengthening maritime
interdependence.

Certain actors and nations
seek to exploit the strategic
importance of oceans for
narrow, unilateral gains. The
answer to the vulnerabilities
of an inter-connected world
lies in building resilience,
Singh said, without naming
any country, in his commem-
orative address at the ongo-
ing Indo-Pacific Regional
Dialogue (IPRD), the Indian
Navy’s annual apex-level in-
ternational strategic
conference.

Describing oceans as
bridges rather than barriers
between nations and civilisa-
tions, he said the maritime
domain played a key role in
sustaining livelihoods and
facilitating the exchange of
goods, knowledge and
culture.

TRADE DISRUPTIONS

“The global maritime secur-
ity environment is strained
by deliberate trade disrup-
tions. We see blatant chal-
lenges to the freedom of nav-
igation and the
weaponisation of narrow
maritime passages. This
growing instability in the
maritime domain casts a
long shadow over the
broader international or-
der,” he said.

Singh said the answer to
the vulnerabilities of an in-
terconnected world lay in
building resilience. Global-
isation could not be aban-
doned in response to every
disruption, nor should mari-
time spaces that had enabled
human progress be closed,
he said. The objective, he
stressed, should be to make

interdependence more
secure.

Referring to the changing
nature of maritime security,
Singh said threats could arise
not only from conventional
military activities but also
from non-traditional chal-
lenges such as piracy, traf-
ficking, illegal fishing, cyber-
attacks and natural disasters.
Maritime security, therefore,
needed to evolve with the
changing maritime domain.

“Artificial intelligence is
changing the way data is pro-
cessed, while autonomous
systems are expanding the
possibilities of surveillance
and operations. New sensors
are improving our ability to
observe the oceans. Ad-
vances in materials, biotech-
nology and data analytics are
opening new avenues for re-
search and application.
These developments have
enormous implications for
maritime security and eco-
nomic activity. But techno-
logy, by itself, is not the an-
swer. The more important
question is how we use tech-
nology to address real chal-
lenges,” he said.

BRIDGING TECH GAPS

Singh also cautioned against
technology becoming an-
other source of inequality
among nations, noting that
countries in the Indo-Pacific
had di�erent levels of tech-
nological and economic
capabilities.
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Union Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh ANI 

Rajnath calls for supply
chain diversification,
maritime co-operation

Regional carrier Star Air is
holding back fleet expansion
as it focuses on operational
e�ciencies amid elevated
fuel costs.

However, the carrier is re-
taining its long-term goal of
operating 50 aircraft.

Speaking in an interview
with Mark Pilling at the Avi-
ation India and South Asia
2026 summit here, Star Air
Chief Executive O�cer Sim-
ran Singh Tiwana said the
airline would wait for oper-
ating conditions to improve
before accelerating aircraft
additions.

FLEET CHANGES

“The goal is still 50 aircraft,”
he said, adding that the
timeline had shifted amid
the challenges facing the
industry.

Currently, the airline has
eight Embraer E175 aircraft.

According to Tiwana, the
airline is using the period to
improve its operations and

prepare for its next growth
phase, including e�orts to
reduce aircraft turnaround
times.

Besides, the airline has
simplified its fleet by phas-
ing out its Embraer E145 air-
craft. It now operates a
single fleet of E175 aircraft,
he said.

At present, jet fuel prices
have risen sharply amid the
crisis in West Asia, putting
pressure on airline operat-
ing costs.

According to Tiwana, pre-
vailing aviation turbine fuel

(ATF) costs exceeded even
the stress scenarios con-
sidered while preparing
business plans.

While the pandemic had
forced aircraft to remain
grounded, the current situ-
ation allows airlines to fly
but risk burning cash, he
said.

The airline has recovered
some of the increased costs
through higher fares, al-
though fare restrictions on
seats covered by the regional
connectivity scheme limit
its ability to pass on addi-

tional costs. Meanwhile,
Tiwana said Star Air had
raised funds through equity
participation last
November.

The airline had not yet
utilised the government’s
emergency credit line but
could do so if required.

JOURNEY TIMES

An initial public o�ering was
not being considered at
present, he said, adding that
the airline needed to grow its
fleet and network before
pursuing such a move.

On network develop-
ment, Tiwana said Star Air
would continue focusing on
longer routes with relatively
limited passenger volumes,
connecting smaller cities
where air travel could sub-
stantially reduce journey
times.

REGIONAL CONNECTIVITY

The objective was to serve
passengers otherwise
spending 10-15 hours on an
overnight bus or train,
rather than those undertak-
ing a four- or five-hour road

journey. Further, smaller cit-
ies were among the airline’s
strongest revenue contrib-
utors, he said, citing Nanded
and Kishangarh as examples
of markets with significant
potential.

Moreover, Star Air has ad-
justed capacity and frequen-
cies to sustain routes after
regional connectivity sub-
sidies ended.

He welcomed the gradual
withdrawal of support under
the modified regional con-
nectivity scheme, saying it
would help avoid abrupt fare
increases for passengers
when subsidies ended.

MRO EXPANSION

In addition, the regional air-
line is looking to expand its
maintenance, repair and
overhaul business, which
serves its own fleet as well as
external customers.

Additionally, Tiwana said
the business had developed
capabilities in heavy main-
tenance, aircraft painting
and interior refurbishment,
alongside maintenance sup-
port for business jets.

Star Air holds back expansion as
high fuel costs squeeze operations
PRUDENT APPROACH. Retains 50-aircraft goal; focuses on e�ciency while awaiting better operating conditions

Rohit Vaid
New Delhi

BEYOND METROS. The airline aims to expand connectivity
between smaller cities, targeting routes where air travel o�ers
significant time savings 

QUICKLY.

Steadfast invests ₹100 cr
in nutraceutical plant

Mumbai: Steadfast Ltd, a
leading pharmaceutical and
nutraceutical company, has
invested over ₹100 crore in
establishing a fully integrated
in-house Formulation Research
& Development facility, a
nutraceutical manufacturing
plant and an advanced quality
control lab in Noida. The plant
is capable of manufacturing
supplements across di�erent
delivery formats, including
tablets, powders, e�ervescent
tablets and capsules. It has an
annual production capacity of
900 million tablets, 130 million
capsules, 900 million
e�ervescent tablets, and 6,500
tonnes of powder. Licensed by
the FSSAI and featuring
advanced automation, it has
been developed in line with
the WHO’s Good
Manufacturing Practices
guidelines. The advanced
quality control lab is equipped
with more than 140
sophisticated analytical
instruments and related
equipment, sourced from
leading Indian and global
manufacturers. Aman Puri,
CEO, Steadfast, said that the
fresh investment would
strengthen India’s self-reliance
in nutraceutical 
manufacturing. OUR BUREAU

The Mumbai International
Airport Limited (MIAL)
plans to shift all flights to 11
destinations in West Asia, as
well as Dhaka, Kathmandu
and Jakarta, to the Navi
Mumbai airport.

The move would ensure
that all flights serving the
Mumbai Metropolitan Re-
gion operate from a single
airport, MIAL Chief Airport
O�cer Vishnu Mohan Jha

said in a letter to the Civil
Aviation Ministry, dated Oc-
tober 30.

While Air India Express,
IndiGo and Akasa have an-
nounced plans to shift flights
to 14 overseas destinations

from the summer schedule,
foreign airlines are resisting
the move to Navi Mumbai.

In his letter, Jha said the
shift would ensure seamless
onward connections, minim-
ise passenger inconvenience
and provide an integrated
travel experience. 

An airline source said
Mumbai airport may have
proposed the plan at the be-
hest of domestic carriers.

“If foreign airlines con-
tinue to operate flights to 14
destinations from Mumbai,
they would have an advant-

age, given that it is an estab-
lished airport with wider
connections,” he said.

CAPACITY CUT

Last week, the Airline Oper-
ators Committee wrote to
the Ministry, expressing con-
cern over the airport’s plan
to reduce capacity by five
million passengers in the
summer schedule. The com-
mittee opposed the unilat-
eral capacity reduction and
demanded that airlines’ slots
be protected in the summer
schedule.

Our Bureau
Mumbai

Mumbai airport plans to shift all flights on 
14 international routes to Navi Mumbai 

For generations, farming in
Kashmir, as in other parts of
India, has been a solitary
struggle against erratic
weather, high post-harvest
losses, and fragmented sup-
ply chains. 

This forced smallholders
to distress-sell their
premium produce.

However, a quiet trans-
formation is unfolding
across the Valley. Driven by
robust corporate-com-
munity partnerships, small-
holder farmers are rapidly
transitioning from subsist-
ence cultivation to thriving,
self-sustaining
agribusinesses.

A recent field visit to Srin-
agar, Pampore, Pulwama,
and Ganderbal revealed how
a structured Corporate So-
cial Responsibility (CSR) in-
terventions under HDFC
Bank’s Parivartan pro-
gramme — implemented
alongside the ISAP India
Foundation and Citizens
Foundation — are building
resilient local economies. By
equipping Farmer Producer
Organisations (FPOs) with
modern processing infra-
structure and unified brand-
ing, the initiative is helping
Kashmiri farmers dictate
terms to the market rather
than operating at its mercy.

“Kashmir is known for its
distinctive agricultural pro-
duce, and there is an oppor-
tunity to strengthen the
value farmers derive from
it,” said Nusrat Pathan, Head
– CSR, HDFC Bank, speak-
ing on the initiative.
“Through Parivartan, we are
working with our partners to
improve farming practices,
support food processing in-
frastructure, and strengthen
market linkages. Initiatives
such as SAMARKASH help
farmer collectives take their
produce closer to the market
through branding and value
addition.”

Pathan emphasised that
HDFC Bank’s interventions
go beyond asset creation.
“We extend our support in
terms of manpower, institu-
tional aggregation, capacity
building, knowledge sharing,
and asset management. The
goal is to scale projects to a
stage where there is zero de-
pendency. Sustainability is
our USP.”

At the heart of this trans-
formation is a shift toward
corporate-backed farmer
collectives. 

Currently, the supported
FPOs across the region gen-
erate collective revenues of
up to ₹5.2 crore. High-per-
forming individual collect-
ives, such as the Kirmaniya
Fruit Fed Farmer Producer
Company (FPC), have
scaled their revenues to ₹1.4

crore. “Earlier, we sold our
produce raw, immediately
after the harvest, and accep-
ted whatever price we were
o�ered,” said Bashir Ahmad
Ganie, President of Kirman-
iya Fruit Fed FPC. “With
dedicated processing units,
drying facilities, and a uni-
fied brand, our members
now process, pack, and sell
on our own terms,” he
added.

The introduction of
SAMARKASH — a dedicated
agrarian brand established
under the programme —
marks a major upgrade in
value addition. By providing
institutional support for
professional branding,
standard packaging, and dir-
ect market linkages, the
brand helps farmer collect-
ives bypass middlemen to
access broader consumer
markets directly.

The interventions are
strategically tailored to the
unique micro-climates and
signature cash crops of dif-
ferent Kashmiri clusters:

SAFFRON CULTIVATION 

Renowned globally, but in-
creasingly vulnerable to cli-
mate shifts, sa�ron farming
at Pampore is being safe-
guarded via modern irriga-
tion assets. Farmers are be-
ing equipped with
solar-powered water pumps
and high-e�ciency solar
dryers. These ensure uni-

form moisture extraction
while preserving the intense
colour and aroma critical for
premium pricing.

“We started with post har-
vesting intervention to cut
the middle men and ensure
that the farmers get a better
deal,” said Gaurav Vats of
ISAP Foundation.

HORTICULTURE 

Apple and walnut value
chains have received a boost
through post-harvest hand-
ling centres at Srinagar and
Baramulla. Integrated pro-
cessing units feature mech-
anised sorting, grading, and
cold storage networks. This
minimises post-harvest
spoilage and gives collect-
ives the leverage to store
produce and sell during peak
demand cycles.

“I wanted to start some-

thing of my own so that I
could earn independently
and support my family. That
is how I began my walnut
business. With the ma-
chinery, training and market
linkages I got, I have been
able to improve the quality
of my products, introduce
vacuum packaging and con-
nect directly with buyers.
Earlier, I earned ₹400-500
per kg; today, I get ₹800-
1,000 for the same quantity,”
said Tahira Bano, a walnut
entrepreneur at Sogam in
Kupwara district of Kashmir.

CHILLI PROCESSING 

The deployment of poly-
house farming and shared
solar drying assets at Tahab
village in Pulwama district
have stabilised the produc-
tion of the vibrant Kashmiri
red chilli, securing sustain-

able livelihoods for com-
munities situated right on
the frontier.

“Solar-powered pumps
have been a game-changer,
enabling us to dry our veget-
ables e�ectively, maintain
their quality and earn better
incomes,” said Farooq
Ahmed Ganie, a farmer at
Tahab village in the Pul-
wama district. 

The Valley’s agricultural
revitalisation reflects a
highly deliberate pivot to-
wards India’s border re-
gions. Beyond purely agri-
cultural interventions, the
programme emphasises re-
gional stabilisation by integ-
rating livelihoods through
dedicated skill-training
centres for women.

The downstream social
impact is immediate. As
farming becomes profitable
and processing centres cre-
ate local employment, a new
generation is finding a
reason to stay. 

As Ganie puts it, “Our
young people are beginning
to see a future in farming
here again.”

Cumulatively, HDFC
Bank’s Parivartan has inves-
ted about ₹7,492 crore into
rural and social develop-
ment since its inception,
spending ₹1,316.18 crore in
the last financial year alone,
across six primary develop-
mental pillars. Its flagship
Holistic Rural Development
Programme (HRDP) now
spans over 11,000 villages

nationwide, with a targeted
mandate to boost the annual
net incomes of ₹5 lakh low-
income smallholders.

The success of the Kash-
mir intervention o�ers a
clear template for corporate-
led rural development. By
moving past simple grant
distribution and investing in
shared processing infra-
structure, sustainable irriga-
tion, and professional mar-
ket identities like
SAMARKASH, the pro-
gramme demonstrates how
corporate CSR can turn vul-
nerable agrarian pockets
into competitive, self-reliant
economic hubs.

The writer was in Srinagar at the
invitation of HDFC Bank

Vanitha Srinivasan
Recently in Srinagar

BUILDING A BUSINESS. Tahira Bano, walnut entrepreneur,
at Sogam in Kupwara district of Kashmir

HDFC Bank’s Parivartan transforming lives of farmers in the Valley

Orkla India, which owns the
MTR brand, reported a 19.2
per cent year-on-year in-
crease in profit after tax
(PAT), before exceptional
items, to ₹91 crore in the
second quarter of FY27, com-
pared with ₹77 crore in the
corresponding period last
year.

Revenue from operations
grew 19.4 per cent to ₹776
crore, driven by strong
growth in the spices business

and domestic markets. Rev-
enue from the spices seg-
ment rose 25.1 per cent to
₹498 crore, while conveni-
ence foods revenue increased
7.7 per cent to ₹271 crore.
Domestic revenue grew 20
per cent to ₹623 crore, while
global revenue increased
11.7 per cent to ₹145 crore.

Sanjay Sharma, MD and
CEO of Orkla India, said,
“Convenience foods growth
was a little muted, largely be-
cause Deepavali was in Q2
last year. That created a high
base, whereas this year
Deepavali falls in Q3.” 

Orkla India Q2 PAT rises
19.2% on higher revenue
Aishwarya Kumar
Bengaluru

Thomas Cook India is see-
ing an improvement in its
travel business sequentially,
driven by higher forward
bookings and a partial re-
covery in inbound business
across international mar-
kets, the company’s Man-
aging Director and CEO,
Mahesh Iyer, said on
Tuesday.

The company reported a
23 per cent year-on-year de-
cline in net profit to ₹53.7

crore in Q2 FY27, owing to
lower revenue. While its for-
eign exchange and leisure
hospitality portfolios recor-
ded a 21 per cent increase in
revenue, the travel segment
remained under pressure. 

Overall, the travel seg-
ment’s revenue declined 7
per cent year-on-year.

SIGNS OF RECOVERY

Speaking at a post-results
conference call, Iyer said
there were signs of recovery
in the inbound business
compared with the first

quarter, which had been
more severely a�ected by
tensions in West Asia.

Outbound travel from In-
dia is also gaining mo-
mentum, with forward
bookings rising 30 per cent
year-on-year despite higher
airfares. 

Iyer said Europe and Asia
packages were performing
well, while Japan continued
to see strong traction. 

RESILIENT BUSINESS

The corporate travel seg-
ment also recorded growth,
driven by an increase in
hotel bookings.

Iyer said the business re-

mained resilient, with dis-
ciplined execution and a
clear focus on margins help-
ing the company o�set some
of the shortfall in its travel
segment. 

The company has
launched new travel o�er-
ings and expanded its pres-
ence through franchise
stores to tap growth, he
added.

Thomas Cook India has
also enhanced its AI chatbot
to o�er customers personal-
ised travel itineraries, Iyer
added.
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Thomas Cook India sees recovery in travel business

Mahesh Iyer, Managing
Director and CEO, 
Thomas Cook
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