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India’s first aerotropolis
set for flying start

KHAIRIE HIS YAM ALIMAN

T
he new airport in Andal town 
located in the city of Durgapur, 
West Bengal, is no ordinary 

greenfield airport. With a township, 
IT and logistics included in the plan, 
India’s first aerotropolis to be sited in 
India’s fourth most populous state is 
set to impress. 

Works on the 650-acre airport 
which started six years ago is finally 
due to complete this month, according 
to recent news reports. The airport 
is expected to begin full-fledged 
commercial operations end of this year. 

The airport is set to become the 
heart of Sujalaam SkyCity, a proposed 
aerotropolis planned and developed 
by Bengal Aerotropolis Projects Ltd 
(BAPL) on an area about 1,616 sq km 
with a catchment area of about 10 
million people within six hours’ travel 
from the airport. 

Sited in the Asansol–Durgapur 
Planning Area about 180km away from 
Kolkata, it was reported that BAPL is 
currently in talks with Jet Airways, 

IndiGo and Air India for flights to the 
airport. Notably, Singapore’s Changi 
Airports International reportedly 
holds 26 per cent equity in BAPL. Also 
in association are Jones Lang LaSalle 
Meghraj, KPMG and others. 

As a follow-up to our Cover 
Story on Aerotropolises on 5 April, 
NST RED catches up with Richard 
Durack, Director, and Steven Beunder, 
Associate Master Planner, both from 
Townland Consultants Ltd, the award-
winning multi-disciplinary planning 
and design consultancy which is the 
master planner for BAPL.

RED: How is the Bengal Aerotropolis 
progressing? 

Beunder: It is due to open later this 
year and will become the new gateway 
to central West Bengal – which has a 
strong growing industrial belt. Several 
operators of large hospitals and hotels 
have already committed to open up 
within the airport city. The residential 
zones are also proving to be very 
successful, with investors and potential 
residents keen to buy the plotted villa 

developments. 

Durack: Planning for a project the 
scale of the aerotropolis at Durgapur 
is a complex undertaking and involves 
the optimal positioning of a host of 
land uses, including a new airport, 
industrial and logistics estates, IT hub 
and township development for up to 
150,000 people as well as supporting 
facilities including state-of-the-art 
educational and medical institutions, 
shopping and recreational facilities. 

The main development objective 
for the Bengal Aerotropolis is to 
provide the necessary transportation, 
industrial, commercial and social 
infrastructure for the future needs 
of this semi-urban/rural area of West 
Bengal.

The Durgapur Aerotropolis can 
claim to be a truly integrated mixed-use 
development and will offer its future 
occupants a complete “Work, Live and 
Play” concept. By actually taking the 
physical, climatic and cultural aspects 
of the area as an inspiration for its 
spatial design, the aerotropolis will be 
given a real “Sense of Place”: a unique 

spatial characteristic that ensures its 
international design doesn’t deny that 
it is also rooted in West Bengal soil. 

It will also become an important 
business and logistics hub. The Sense 
of Place has been achieved by the 
introduction of a  large green Central 
Park at the core of the development 

offering the perfect setting to stage 
a multitude of outdoor activities that 
bring the community together; and a 
public realm which is designed with 
pedestrian orientation at the forefront; 
to negate the negative impact of cars 
and vehicular traffic. This is achieved 
through an interlinked system of 

HIGH-FLYING: NST RED talks to two 
planning experts on India’s first 
aerotropolis which is set to get off the 
ground this year

Durack  … “In aviation terms, the 
more remote an airport is from 
other hub airports, the better its 
chances of success”

Beunder  … “Outdated planning 
regulations and the politics 
around buying out farmers 
were among main issues that 
had to be overcome for the Bengal 
Aerotropolis project”.



bikeways and green corridors across 
the site, linking the town centre with 
surrounding neighbourhoods.

RED: What are the main challenges 
for the Bengal Aerotropolis?

Beunder: So far, they were mostly 
related to the difficulties in acquiring a 
large contiguous land bank. Outdated 
planning regulations and the politics 
around buying out farmers were one 
of the main issues that the developer 
had to overcome. But these are not 
problems that are aerotropolis-specific 
but are more general greenfield site 
development challenges. 

Durack: As planners, we were very 
aware of the need to provide adequate 
buffering between the airport and 
the airport city residents. Therefore, 
we created a clear spatial separation 
between residential and industrial 
functions within the airport city 
and bisected the same via a traffic 
circulation system that allows for both 
to co-exist comfortably.

RED: Can the underlying concepts 
of aerotropolises be applied to the 
Asian context?

Durack: The concept is indeed being 
applied widely across many cities 
in Asia. Airport cities in Europe and 
North America have traditionally 
evolved through organic growth 
where the city has expanded over time 
to reach and surround an Airport. The 
established airport cities in Frankfurt 
and Schiphol are excellent examples of 
the same. They have evolved over time 
as industries reliant on the aviation 
sector and those that need strong 
connectivity have looked to locate 
close to the airport. 

By contrast, the multitude of 
newly-planned airport cities in Asia 
and in the Middle East is typically 
taking place on greenfield airport 
sites on the outskirts of cities. Airport 
city development in Asia has been 
facilitated by the availability of space, a 
lack of environmental constraints and 
a commitment of city governments to 
support the development of aviation 
as a major component of economic 
development. 

Cities such as Incheon, Kuala 
Lumpur, Dubai and Beijing are good 
examples of this and are at the 
aspirational stage of their greenfield 
airport city design.  

In the case of both Singapore 

and Hong Kong, both airports are 
operating on relatively constrained 
sites and the strategy at these 
airports is focused on maximising 
opportunities for development within 
the airport perimeter. At the same 
time, they also link with off airport 
sites via transport infrastructure to 
facilitate the development of a wider 
airport city. 

Beunder: With so many new airports 
being planned around the region, and 
with the huge demand for new towns 
across Asia, it only makes sense that 
a significant number of these new 
Asian airports are being planned as 
an integral part of new towns. 

RED: Are there specific challenges 
with regard to the development of 
Aerotropolises?

Durack: The development of an 
airport city faces many challenges. 
Importantly, there must be adequate 
available land for development. 
As is often the case in Europe and 
North America, additional land for 
the development of an airport city 
immediately adjacent to an airport 
is not available as such land has 
been consumed by existing airport 
operations and through urban sprawl 
surrounding an airport. In the case of 
some Asian cities, identifying a sizeable 
parcel of land for the development of 
an airport city is challenging given the 
difficulties in consolidating land which 
is often in the hands of many owners.

Beunder: There is also a need to 
overcome planning and environmental 
constraints such as dealing with 
noise pollution and building height 
restrictions around a runway and its 
corresponding approach funnel area. 
The prevalent wind-direction will often 
play an important role in decision of 
how the runway will be oriented. 
This decision on the orientation of 
the runway and the subsequent 
non-buildable funnel area can turn 
out to be quite a restrictive factor in 
determining especially the location of 
the residential areas.

RED: What are key factors for 
the successful development of 
aerotropolises?

Beunder: We have to again refer to 
the distinction between organically 
grown airport cities and the planned 
new airport cities on greenfield sites. 

Each has their own unique challenges.  
The organically grown airport 

cities have mainly developed around 
large International airports that have 
a strong regional or inter-continental 
transit functions. These airports have 
become much more than gateways 
for the region, but have grown large 
because of the volume of transit 
passengers that change planes onto 
their final destination. For example, 
Schiphol Airport in The Netherlands 
has grown into an airport city because 
of its role as one of the major European 
hubs between North-America and 
Asia. The large volume of transit 
passengers has led to its evolution into 
a destination in itself, for conferences 
and business meetings. People don’t 
even have to leave the airport city 
anymore, since all major hotels have 
a presence and there is an abundance 
of entertainment and shopping 
opportunities available right at the 
doorstep of the Terminal.

These new regional airports have 
the potential to become gateways 
to large new territories and bring in 
investment in new infrastructure such 
as highways, utilities and amenities 
that are unprecedented in such areas. 
This will make them an attractive 
location for large businesses like 
logistic companies, regional hospitals, 
universities and large scale high-end 
residential developments.

Durack: Organically grown airport 
cities face intense competition in the 
aviation sector and there has been a 
growing importance in identifying 
a more diversified income stream to 
maintain the competitiveness and 
success of an airport.  In this regard, 
airport operators have been looking to 
the real estate sector and have been 
investing in office, retail, food service, 
hotel, conference and other amenities 
to maximise commercial returns.

To be successful as an aerotropolis, 
there are a host of factors to be 
considered. This includes excellent 
connectivity via road, rail and sea; a 
strong understanding of the prevailing 
economic catchment of the airport, 
which determines the potential size 
of the market which the airport can 
service; the availability of strong 
leadership from both an airport 
authority and also the public sector; a 
strong commercial model focusing on 
both aviation and non-aviation related 
income with an important focus on the 
latter; a strong image and identity in 
the region; and the proximity of major 
competitor airports.  The more remote 
an airport is from other hub airports, 
the better its chances of success. 

RED: Can aerotropolises be seen as 
the natural progression of cities?

Beunder: The natural progression is 

definitely apparent. However in Asia, 
where the urbanisation process is 
expected to continue in full force for 
another couple of decades, it is also 
important to state that among new 
towns, the airport city will always 
remain more the exception than the 
rule. The vast majority of cities will 
still be planned along highway arteries 
and hopefully more and more around 
nodes of new High Speed Railway lines.

RED: What are region-specific 
challenges for aerotropolis 
development in SEA?

Beunder: There are numerous airports 
in the pipeline in SEA that are being 
planned as airport cities. The fact that 
there are so many planned means that 
the competition between them will 
become more and more intense. Not 
all of them will be successful. Increased 
prices in fuel and upcoming competing 
modes of transport, including high 
speed rail or new highways, will also 
influence the success of these new 
airports.

Durack: Hong Kong is facing a 
challenge in this regard with increasing 
competition from a host of airports 
in the Pearl River Delta Region (i.e. 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen). 
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Artist’s impression — note the runway in the background


