Third Party Evaluation of Helicopter Services in UTs of J&K, Ladakh

Executive Summary

The helicopter service scheme in the Union Territories of Jammu & Kashmir (J&K) and
Ladakh has evolved as a critical intervention to address the challenges of geographical
isolation, harsh climatic conditions, and limited surface connectivity. The origins of this
scheme can be traced to the strategic and developmental imperatives of providing reliable
transportation to some of the most inaccessible regions in India. Historically, the mountainous
terrain of J&K and Ladakh characterised by the Himalaya, high-altitude passes, and deep
valleys has posed severe constraints on road connectivity. Many areas, such as Kargil, Zanskar,
Kupwara, Poonch, and remote parts of Ladakh, remain cut off for several months during winter
due to heavy snowfall and landslides. In such conditions, traditional modes of transport become

unreliable or completely non-functional, necessitating the use of air-based connectivity.

Prior to the establishment of a structured helicopter scheme, military logistics and emergency
evacuations primarily limited helicopter services in these regions. The Indian Armed Forces
played a pivotal role in airlifting supplies, personnel, and patients from remote border areas.
Civilian access to such services was minimal and often dependent on special permissions or
emergency needs, which limited the ability of local populations to utilise helicopter services

for regular transportation or medical emergencies.

In 2016, the Government of India, through the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), approved a
pilot scheme for subsidised helicopter services in Jammu & Kashmir and Himachal Pradesh,
marking an important turning point. The objective was to connect “inaccessible destination
points” and provide essential air connectivity to remote populations. The scheme initially
covered 10 sectors in J&K, including routes such as Srinagar-Kargil, Srinagar-Drass, and

Kargil-Padum-Leh.

The assessment was carried out through document review, field wvisits, stakeholder
consultations, data verification, and analysis of operational and financial records. The audit
covered key functional areas including governance, administration, financial management,

monitoring systems, procurement practices, beneficiary outreach, and overall program



A key feature of the scheme was its subsidised nature. The central government agreed to bear
up to 75% of the operational cost, making helicopter travel affordable for residents of these
remote areas. This subsidy model was crucial in ensuring the viability of operations in low-
demand but high-need regions. Priority was given to local residents, especially for medical

emergencies, administrative travel, and essential services.

Following the reorganisation of the erstwhile state of Jammu & Kashmir in 2019 into two union
territories, J&K and Ladakh, the helicopter service scheme gained renewed importance.
Ladakh, in particular, faced acute connectivity challenges due to its vast terrain, sparse
population, and extreme weather. Recognising these challenges, the government expanded and

continued the program separately for both UTs.

In 2020, subsidised helicopter services were formally operationalised in Ladakh, covering
routes such as Leh-Kargil, Leh-Padum, and Leh-Nubra. These services were designed not only
for passenger transport but also for medical evacuation and rescue operations, reflecting their
dual civilian and humanitarian role. The emphasis on emergency response became particularly
important in high-altitude areas where access to advanced healthcare facilities is limited, as
timely medical assistance can significantly impact survival rates and health outcomes in these

remote regions.

The scheme was further institutionalised with an extension for the period 2021-2026, covering
five routes in J&K and seven routes in Ladakh. This phase marked a transition from a pilot
initiative to a sustainable connectivity program. It also reflected the government’s commitment
to integrating remote regions with administrative centres and improving the quality of life for
local populations. Recently, the scope of helicopter services has expanded beyond basic
connectivity. For instance, Ladakh has opened its services to tourists, contributing to the
region's tourism economy while still prioritising local needs. Additionally, new routes and
services, such as those inaugurated in 2025 have emphasised affordability, regional integration,

and emergency preparedness (Ladakh Government).

Challenges are like frequent snowfall, strong winds, and low visibility in high-altitude regions
often lead to flight cancellations and delays, affecting reliability. Helicopter operations in
mountainous terrain are expensive due to fuel consumption, maintenance, and specialised
equipment, placing a financial burden on the Ministry of Home Affairs and UT administrations.

The availability of helicopters is limited, leading to high demand and long waiting periods,



especially during winter and peak travel seasons. Many remote areas have lack adequate

helipads, navigation systems, and maintenance facilities, restricting service expansion.

Suggestions for this scheme are, a comprehensive route rationalisation exercise should be
undertaken annually based on passenger demand, seasonal accessibility, and emergency
requirements. Passenger data analytics can identify high-utilisation sectors such as frontier
villages and winter-isolated areas. Routes with fluctuating demand may operate on a seasonal
schedule, while high-priority medical or border routes should remain operational year-round.
Further, coordination between district administrations and aviation operators can help align
flight frequency with peak needs such as examinations, tourism seasons, and winter isolation
periods. A data-driven planning framework would improve cost-efficiency while ensuring

optimal public benefit.

Overall, the historical evolution of the helicopter service scheme in J&K and Ladakh reflects a
gradual shift from military-dominated air support to a structured, subsidised civilian service. It
has emerged as a lifeline for remote communities, ensuring connectivity, enabling access to
healthcare, supporting tourism, and strengthening administrative outreach. The scheme
continues to play a vital role in bridging the geographical divide and fostering inclusive

development in these strategically significant regions.



