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BLINKIT’S ‘10-MINUTE’ AMBULANCES AND THE SPECTRE OF A
LARGER MALADY

The Growing Importance of Ambulance Services in India: An Analysis

e Ambulance services are a critical component of healthcare delivery, symbolized by the
increasingly frequent sound of sirens in India’s urban landscape. These services reflect the
growing need for efficient emergency medical care amid the rising prevalence of chronic
diseases, road accidents, and other health emergencies. Despite advancements, the sector
faces significant challenges that hinder its ability to provide life-saving interventions.

The Evolution of Ambulance Services in India

e From Hospital-Based Systems to Public-Private Partnerships
In the early days, ambulance services were predominantly hospital-based, with limited reach.
The 1980s marked a turning point with NGOs stepping in to provide voluntary and free
ambulance services, especially in southern India.

e Government Initiatives and Private Innovations
Government programs, such as the National Rural Health Mission, expanded ambulance
networks through public-private partnerships (PPPs), prioritizing maternal and child health.
The past decade has seen private players and corporate hospitals revolutionizing the sector
with innovative solutions, such as Blinkit’s “10-minute” ambulance service in Gurugram.
However, urban traffic congestion and operational stress on drivers continue to pose
challenges for these services.

Current Landscape: Growth Amid Gaps

e Market Expansion
India’s ambulance market was valued at $1.5 billion in 2022 and is projected to grow at a
compound annual growth rate of over 5% from 2024 to 2028.

e Focus on Transport Over Emergency Care
Despite market growth, the sector’s primary focus remains on patient transportation rather
than providing critical emergency care. Only a small proportion of ambulances are equipped
with Advanced Life Support (ALS) systems, highlighting the need for better emergency
preparedness.

e Geographical and Service Disparities
Geographical inequalities persist, with western and southern states having better access to
ambulance services compared to underserved northeastern regions. Additionally, only 12% of
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hospitals offer specialized transport care, and a mere 3% employ trained Emergency Medical
Technicians (EMTs), according to NITI Aayog studies.

e Service Variations
Ambulance services range from basic patient transport to specialized options like Basic Life
Support (BLS), Advanced Life Support (ALS), air ambulances, and ICU-equipped
ambulances. However, many services fall short in providing life-saving capabilities.

Challenges in Quality and Regulation

e Operational Inefficiencies
Urban traffic congestion and poor road planning significantly delay response times, even for
well-equipped ambulances.

e Regulatory Shortcomings
Fragmented and inconsistent licensing processes, coupled with weak accountability
mechanisms, undermine operational efficiency. The lack of a unified toll-free helpline and
standardized protocols further complicates the system.

e Unregulated Private Sector Growth
Private sector dominance has led to haphazard service quality and liability issues. The
absence of standardized operational procedures and inadequate investments in skilling
paramedics exacerbate these challenges.

e Lessons from the Pandemic: A Call for Reform
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed severe shortages in ambulance services, particularly
during critical emergencies. The disparity in the availability of Basic Life Support (BLS) and
Advanced Life Support (ALS) ambulances became glaringly evident. India currently has
17,495 operational BLS ambulances and only 3,441 ALS ambulances, emphasizing the need
for systemic reforms. ALS ambulances, essential during the “golden hour” for trauma-related
emergencies, remain underutilized due to infrastructural and logistical gaps.

The Way Forward: Building a Robust Ambulance Ecosystem

1. Standardized Protocols and Quality Assurance

Establish uniform regulations across India to ensure consistent service quality. Develop standard
operating procedures for general and specialized ambulance services, backed by accountability
measures.

2. Investments in Skilling and Infrastructure

Train and certify EMTs and paramedics to address the shortage of skilled personnel. Equip
ambulances with modern technology, including telemedicine tools, to enhance their effectiveness in
emergencies.

3. Addressing Accessibility and Urban Traffic Challenges
Implement better road planning and dedicate lanes for ambulances in metro areas to improve
response times. Expand services to underserved regions, particularly in the northeastern states.
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4. Regulatory Overhaul
Streamline licensing processes and reduce bureaucratic hurdles. Strengthen monitoring mechanisms
to ensure transparency and minimize inconsistencies.

5. Public-Private Partnerships and Innovation

Foster collaboration between public and private stakeholders to provide affordable and accessible
services. Encourage innovation, similar to the developments in India’s space sector, to transform the
ambulance ecosystem.

Conclusion: A Critical Juncture for Ambulance Services in India

e India’s ambulance sector stands at a crucial crossroads. The growing demand for emergency
medical services, coupled with increasing private investments, highlights both opportunities
and challenges. Systemic improvements in regulation, infrastructure, and quality assurance
are essential for addressing existing gaps. By fostering collaborative efforts among public,
private, and civil society stakeholders, India can build a resilient ambulance network capable
of delivering timely and efficient emergency care to all.

Source: https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/blinkit-ambulances-larger-malady-
9769889/
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