SkybusVsMetro: Mumbai Deserves The Best
Jaya Goyal

The city of Mumba is dmogt synonymous with its train network, the backbone of its bugling public
life. Mumba’s suburban trains are sad to be the mogt efficient ralway sysems in the world. Its
eminence & growing dependency has bdittled the high price of human lives the city is paying. In
2002, the Mumba suburban railway sysem clamed 3773 lives, injuring 3,297 from the tota 7070
accident cases. This means a death every 2.5 hours due to a railway accident in Mumbai, which is
probably the highest in the worldl Mumba’s bombarding train-passenger traffic of 6 million people is
evidently being reflected in jammed foot-over-bridges on ralway platforms and in ralway rakes with
people suffed like cettle (by forced choice), chdlenging the wadled limits. The commuting culture has
deteriorated to such an extent that even a routine inter-city travel can prove to be a near life
threatening, if not, fataigtic experience. It is quite nerve wrecking to dodge way or get stranded in
traffic jams on Mumba roads, which has the highest dendty of vehicles per km a 696, while that of
Dehi is 137.

It is high time the city develops dternate modes of trangportation to end its frantic dependency on the
suburban rallway sysem and limit any kind of force, whether natural or man-made, to easly victimize
it. Rall and road accidents are only expected to increese unless the passenger & traffic load is
curtailled, diverted or divided on an urgent priority bass. Maharashtra State Government in its recent
pomp inauguration of Mumba Metro for Versova- Andheri-Ghatkopar route, alegedly choose to snub
superior advantages of dternative technology - Skybus, which could have brought a quick bregther to
the city. Seven years or even more is along agonising wait, to get a Metro running in this city.

Sitting in a bogie and whiz passing the city, looking down on mere mortas suck in traffic jams and
hundreds pouring out of crowded locds as one glides through ... is not a scenario or a fantasy of on€'s
imagination or an ingpiration from a futurigic novd. Skybus is a “firg-of its kind in the world’ (even
Shangha doesn't have it), path-suspended (running below the tracks & 10 meters from ground), air-
conditioned, mess & rapid rallway transport system. The Skybus presents a perfect solution for
escdating traffic woes in this most populous and space-crunched metropolis of India - Mumbai, where
5. ft. and headcount are antagonidic eements in its planning. If consdered earnestly, indigenous
Skybus can be aredity in the immediate future.

The dsate government’s much-hyped Metro rail is being glamorised as having the desred & superior
technology, needed to counter Mumba’s despairing traffic. But not many know, that the Metro, in
technology terms, is same as Mumbai’s very own loca train, embelished with A/C coaches, swanky
hi-tech platforms with escdators and modern communication sysems, running in a tunnd or over a
bridge — dl of which adds to being extremely resource intensve & mog of the times, a recurring loss
maker. A news magazine recently reported that out of 135 Metro corporations in the world, only 4 are
maeking operationd profits. These include Singapore, Tawan, Hong Kong & Dehi. Dehi Metro Rail
Corporation (DMRC) too, is sad to fdl in the trgp of loss-making corporations with losses amounting
to 76.33 crore annually, as reported by a leading daily. Even with such widely accepted figures, it is
outlandishly supid by the government to brag about feashility of the Metro, which exids as a huge
drain on the exchequer, topped with externd loans or government subsidies, with long period of
financd returns (if any).



It is well documented that Metro has outlived its financid viability, forcing government to offer 20%
of project cost as gap funding or viability-gap-funding (VGF) to lure the private operators undertake
the project through BOOT (Built, Own, Operate & Trandfer) drategy. For ingtance, Anil Dhirubhai
Ambani Group has demanded Rs 650 crore (about 26.7% & higher than recommended 20%) of the
project cost as VGF from the Maharashtra government for Mumbai Metro project. One may wonder
why a private operaor like ADAG have plunged into a less lucrative ded if Mero was to be
finencdly unviable, as reports reved. Wdll, it is nether corporate philanthropy nor building brand
equity. Its motives are purdly & ruthlesdy business profit making. Since the company would operate
the sarvices before handling-over to the government, it would recover the costs by charging more from
the commuters. Train travelers in Mumba are dl-out waiting to expend more for a comfortable air-
conditioned travel. So it is like a pefect win-win for everyone with no room for any controversies.
The question here is whether such a rosy scenario would be judtified in the long term financid &
environment hedth of the dty & its dtizens Long-term viability of a project like Metro inflicts not
only financid but dso socid and environment implications, al of which are essentid pre-requisites for
increasing popular phenomenon of ‘sustainable urban development’. Not only the private contractors
or the government but adso the people most of who live in meager means and are highly dependent on
public transportation, at least in this city, should benefit from a modern rapid trangport sysem. The
date government, dready burdened with a 1,00,000 crore debt, is ploughing in public money for
Metro and the public too is lured into its hype, knowing little that it will have to shel out much more
once the project is operationd. The mindsat conforming that public utilities especidly infrastructure
projects can give minima or no returns, needs to change.

Skybus offers a profitable propostion to the operator and chegpest travel to the commuters. Skybus
modd dats giving a return of 24% on equity from fare box collections within the firg year of
operation. For the commuter it only adds up to Rs 0.50 per km, dragticdly less than what has been
fixed by the Metro a Rs. 6 for a 3 km route. It is a sorry dtate of affars, when such layman's logic,
canot be comprehended by our supposedly respongble, intelligent and accountable people holding
offices in dae and goex infradtructure agency like Mumba Metropolitan Regiond Development
Authority (MMRDA). Skybus involves “no” financial commitment through vigblity ggp funding
(VGP) on the pat of the government; on the contrary, it attracts foreign direct investments (FDI).
Government of Andhra Pradesh is in advanced dtage of taks with Minigtry of Urban Development &
Konkan Ralway Corporation Ltd for pursuing Skybus project for its capitd city Hyderabad. A
Mdaysan busness consortium is investing Rs. 20,000 crore in the project without a penny of
invetment by the State. The state government, in keeping with its legacy of aggressve reforms, has
proven that clamour about its mass agpplicability & safety, dthough crucid factors, ae dways
workable and can never become impediments, if committed politica will exis to promote tested
innovations like Skybus for mass benefit. Hyderabad has dready snached titles from Bangaore and
Mumba to be the most wired & cleanest city of India Now, it may soon postion to become the first
cty in the world to have a Skybus technology for public transportation. If Hyderabad had dl the
reasons to commisson Skybus, Mumba had even more desperate ones to do so but its politica
leadership found enough pretextsto regject it.

The clams of a technology like Skybus is coming from no amateurishly, new-aged prodigal source but
from reputed, government-owned Konkan Railways Corporation Ltd. (KRCL) backed by engineer-
sientis B. Rgaram, former MD, KRCL & dumnus of IIT Kharagpur who has spent 15 years in
devdoping and commercidisng Skybus technology. His anti-collison device is dso a patented
technology, vested with KRCL and is being progressvely used for safety in modern rallways. It is
heartening to know tha dl the roydties, which the Skybus paent will earn through Rgaram’s Atri
Knowledge Embedded Infrastructure Lab. (P) Ltd., estimated by Pricewaterhouse Coopers a Rs



20,000 to 30,000 crore over 10 years with NPV of over Rs 8000 crore have dready been written-off to
the Government of India though Konkan Ralways Yet, the government seems captivated to the cal
of its key advisor, Mr. E. Sreedharan, the christened hero of the Delhi Metro project. Ironicaly, he had
a so headed Maharashtra Government’ s Panel, constituted to access Skybus.

One mugst quetion why the government gppointed such a heavily biased pand whose
recommendations were well predicted? This was the second effort by the government to wear robes of
a participative decison maker, the firs one being the Indiresen committee, which too was supposedly
condtituted on the behest of Mr. Sreedharan. Prof. Indiresen, Former Director |IT Madras, who had
headed the technicad committee, consdered Skybus technology in the development stage and not a
finished technology for mass use. His report thus had killed its revolutionary potentid for instant
applicability. However, the report postively concluded that - “If very drict standards that some want
to apply in this case (Skybus) had been applied in the case of Stephenson’'s Rocket Engine, the world
would never have seen rallways a dl. We cannot live on borrowed technology (Metro) forever, and
should learn to develop our own inventions, and for that reason, learn to place confidence in Indian
technology.” Committee's report reflects that dthough Skybus technology has impressed its members
to pass dl ther dringent criteria, but it could not give a categoricd ‘yes and stand up againgt the force
backed by Metro. Based on such insder comments in the Indiresen committee report, the Minigtry of
Urban Development permitted the Andhra Pradesh government to go ahead with its Hyderabad
Skybus Metro.

Policy makers can't get over the basics in the Metro-Skybus debate to look into some exclusive add-on
features which only Skybus systems offers.  Skybus creates bonus urban spaces at the rate of 9000 .
ft per km of route through its Sky-tops that can be exploited commercidly. Skybus modifications
termed as ‘Skycons can carries container-loads & cargos from the heart of the busy ports or even
directly from ships thus dradticdly reducing truck & traler traffic on the roads. Skybus can be
employed in city-keeping functions like garbage disposd and is even emergency-disaster enabled. The
city of Dehi opted for Metro, because it didn't have any mass rapid trangport systems in the firg
place, and heavy Metro inddlations suited its less-constrained, ample-land topography. There is no
denying that the capita city underwent a transformation in the way it moves, but ditto doesn't gpply to
Mumba as these dities inherently differ quite sarkly. Mumba has in-place a sturdy mass transport in
its suburban rallway sysem, ferrying millions of passengers every day. Wha Mumba needs is a
supplementary  transportation system with amilar capecity, catering to east-west connectivity &
untouched routes like Lokhandwala, Versova, Marol, Bandra-Kurla Complex, Mumba University and
Powal. The Skybus would thus augment existing capecity, lower dependency on suburban railway and
provide future dlowances through easy scdability. It is sgnificat to add her that Delhi had no choice
when Delhi Metro was being contemplated; Mumbai fortunately has one, if it redises.

The proposed Metro route, initidly from Versova to Ghatkopar is amongst the most chocked one,
characterized by intense traffic, narrow roads and dense population. There is barely any space in
Mumba to accommodate Metro with its mongtrous gructures in the middle of lean roads, requiring
ubgtantid  demolitions & evacuations? Skybus can be built like a grid network on existing roadways
and flyways, offering point-to-point connectivity, requiring no land acquisitions and can be made
operationd in interior of suburbs, within a span of two years. Skybus works on the principle of
andler units carying smdler loads but a a high frequency, easly accessble from roads, just like a
bus stop, since its stations are mere 40 meter long with no crossings and sgnds. Skybus thus, matches
the passenger carrying capacity of 20,000 to 80,000 with that of a heavy Metro system.



Even if the oppogtion to Skybus over its comparatively lower passenger capacity than Metro, is to go
by, it is dill an dl-round judtifiable option for Mumbai owing to its record cost. Skybus in Mumbai
would costs Rs. 60 crore per km, less than one-third the cost estimated for elevated Metro (@ Rs. 215
crore per km) and about one-sixth the cost for an underground Metro estimated at Rs. 400 crore per
km. Some transport experts are even speculating on the tota project costs of the Metro presently
edimated a Rs. 19,525 crore, to be gravely under-projected while it may actudly be three times
higher by the end of its completion period, consdering Mumba’s ground redities. In view of this
esimate, for the same route length of 146 km in Mumbai, Skybus can be achieved in about Rs.
6,000 crore, almost 1/12" the cost incurred for Metro. This is an alarming difference by any
gandard to re-consider the case of Metro for the city.

The fird & the foremost reason for rgecting the Skybus is that it is a technology in the mere
developmentd stage and hence it cannot be equated with more established technologies like Metro, is
in itsdf, a mdicious assumption. Skybus is not a scratch-to-finish technology but a smple
modification of exiding technologies & hence an ‘innovation’, not a true invention. The term used to
ascertain the Skybus technology is - pre-certified (usng same components as used in ralways) and
therefore it should not be dismissed on technological grounds. The pre-certified components in an
integrated assembly of the Skybus system has dready been granted world-wide patents & approved as
‘technology maure & saf€é for mass implementation by Geman Tuv Rhenland, internaionaly
renowned for technicd-viability testing for aviation and trangportation projects like magnetic
monorails. Also, Skybus is desgnated under the Tramway Act indead of Indian Railway Act, snce it
moves dong the exiging roads. Once Skybus comes under the preview of the Ralway Act, it would
recelve RDSO (Research Design Standards Organisation) & Commisson of Ralway Sdafety
catification of the Minidry of Ralways snce it uses dl pre-cetified components used in rallways
Eminent scientists like Dr. Anil Kakodkar, Dr. P Ramarao and none other than Presdent A.P.J Abdul
Kaam, together with Commissioner of Ralway Safety have endorsed Skybus to be superior & safe
than conventiond railway, ready for mass use.

Secondly, the Government of Maharashtra's assessment that the Skybus is untested for safety and
preference for the Metro as a time-tested technology aso needs a little more introgpection. History is
witness to numerous rall accidents taking death tolls and injuries since its exisence. In 2005 aone,
there occurred 30 train accidents worldwide, mainly collison and deralling, taking a death toll of more
than 1,105 people and injuring another 471. In India, there have been as many as 17 mgor train
accidents in the last 10 years in which over 1,300 people have died, mosily involving collison. Metro
Ralway too has been accident-prone when 11 accidents were reported, injuring about 207 people and
killing one in 2005. Owing to the design features, Skybus is arguably much safer than rallways since it
can ‘never’ deral or cgpsize to fal on ground, because of a secured connection between tracks and
coaches, a feature ‘not guaranteed’ in rallways. An accident claming one life, during the test run of
Skybus in 2004, has been used as a chief ploy to promote Metro. Aren't trids meant for experimenting
and factor dl such contingencies? Skybus was initidly was designed to be computerised and
unmanned but pod-tria it was improved to have a manua operator to control speeds. The accident
adso proved that even under high speeds, which caused a technician hanging at the door-less bogie b
dam a pillar, the Skybus did not destabilised. Since the firgt trid of Skybus, 70 km trid runs have
dready been accomplished successfully. Very recently, the Konkan Ralways have bagged the
goprova from Minigry of Urban Development to re-gtart the trid runs of Skybus, which was more or
less grounded after the incident.



Myderioudy, the ‘R’ factor is seemingly congpiring agangt the aspirations of this great metropolis.
Whether it is the (r)ain or the (r)iots or the recent te(rr)or attacks, these whedling servers are brought to
a hdt. Met(r)o, with the ‘r factor, is nothing less than a financid bomb. Ironicdly, it is being
marketed to be awaited — only to be detonated, drowning the state with more debts. ‘No government
funding for Skybus while massve capitd flows from offica tressury makes for a poalitica-
convincng thumbs-up for commissoning Metro!l Poor civic awareness and week accountability
sysems are atributes well played by the ruling whip. It is therefore, quite unlikely that politicians and
bureaucrats will face public wrath when soon other cities and even countries would embrace Skybus
technology, reecting the very pretexts, which were given for dismissng Skybus. Skybus is a potentia
world-class public trangport system, an offing from India, becoming the object of interest & enquiries
by many devel oped and developing countries.

Mumba had the wits and the mettle to embrace Skybus technology, be crowned and make the world
hymn its firg glory. Ironicdly the city, complacently stepped aside as a flaccid witness while taking
pride in bowing down to foregn Metro, progressvely being promoted as a lone-saver-solution to
urban traffic problems. Skybus is only kept a bay by prominent lobbyist & ‘procurers of Metro - a
transmationd, too strong and influential force to be ressted by governments who are in the rut of
‘foreign  made is heaven made, while habouring <kepticd intentions for better indigenous
technologies A promising, futurisic technology like Skybus seems ungtoppable. It would soon be a
paradigm for public trangportation, to instrument change in perceptions & mindsats on the way people,
commodities and services can be ‘moved’ in midst of urban chaos. Mumba was blessed with a choice,
which it failed to capitdise, at least at the ripest of time.

Jaya Goyal isJunior Fellow, Observer Resear ch Foundation, Mumbai
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