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Tourism a tool for 

global soft power

ndian tourism is at a pivotal crossroads. COVID-led 

disruptions are way behind us, and Indian tourism 

must begin to register a meaningful recovery. A slow 

increase in international tourist arrivals does not augur 

well for this sector. Tourism is not merely an economic 

driver; it is also a soft power tool. A well-marketed 

tourism strategy driven and supported by the Centre 

can reshape perceptions and highlight India’s blend of 

tradition and modernity. Private enterprise, I am sure, 

would play a crucial role to support such an initiative.

While hotel brands are increasing their footprint 

at an unabated rapid pace, we need to re昀氀ect on the 
paucity of trained people, one of the biggest challenges 

faced by the industry. This makes skill development 

and talent retention not just an HR priority but a 

business imperative. India has no shortage of young 

talent eager to join hospitality, but the challenge lies in 

equipping them with the right skills and ensuring they 

stay motivated to grow within the industry. The solution 

lies in organisations fostering a culture of continuous 

learning, recognising achievement and creating career 

paths. Leaders must also drive mentorship programmes 

to signi昀椀cantly bene昀椀t their organisations by boosting 
retention and productivity and also stimulating a 

positive culture.

It is the time of the year when we are about to enter 

the season of weddings and festive dining. We do 

recognise that food is at the heart of hospitality, yet it 

is also where wastage occurs on a very large scale. In a 

world where millions go hungry every day, the sight of 

wasted food is deeply unsettling and de昀椀nitely poses an 
ethical challenge. We must appreciate that guests today 

are more receptive than ever before to conscious dining 

practices and would, by and large, be happy to support 

zero wastage and other sustainability efforts. I would 

like to appeal to hotels to take it upon themselves 

to minimise food wastage and make this initiative a 

re昀氀ection of their core philosophy. 
I would once again like to thank you for your 

readership and look forward to your comments.

Cheers,

Sunil Ghadiok 

I

Hotels must act on 

minimising food 

wastage and make 

this initiative a 

reflection of their 

core philosophy.”

Vantage point
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Carving a unique culinary identity

Delhi’s iconic restaurants weave distinctive culinary narratives that embrace innovation without 

compromising the city’s rich legacy.

IHCL’s ambitous vision: 

700 hotels by 2030
With its ‘Accelerate 2030’ strategy, IHCL eyes ramping up its presence in the 

mid-segment and grow its portfolio to 700 hotels.
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GST reforms 

to strengthen 

India’s 
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The government clears 

next-gen GST reforms in 

its 56th Council meeting, 

aimed at boosting India’s 

hospitality industry.
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GSTC available in India: 

Global standards, local access

Strategic partnerships: Rapid 

expansion, minimum capital risks

Global outlook, rooted in regional 

cultures and nuances

A perfect 

blend of 

entertainment 

and adventure

Amalgamating global practices with deep local insights, UCSL and QualStar aim to 

make sustainability certi昀椀cation more reliable and accessible to Indian hospitality.

As global and domestic players join forces, Nikhil Shah exhorts collaboration is more 

bene昀椀cial than outright acquisitions, fostering rapid growth.

Discarding a formulaic approach to hotel design, Bobby Mukherji highlights a 

well-designed hotel can drive higher room rates and improve overall pro昀椀tability.

Resorts World Sentosa o昀昀ers a 
galaxy of experiences, from movie-

inspired rides to a Minion dance-

party-themed carousel, rede昀椀ning 
immersive experiences. 
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Chennai leads in

hotel occupancy, followed by Mumbai

Mumbai & New Delhi top ARR growth exceeding `10,000 

and `8,500 while occupancy trends display mixed 

performance across Indian markets.

Words by HT Bureau

India hotel sector performance (June 2025), according to HVS anarock’s monthly update

Occupancy trends across  

key Indian markets 

(YoY growth: June 2025)

arr trends across key  

Indian markets 

(YoY growth: June 2025)

A
ccording to HVS Anarock’s 

monthly update, June 

2025 witnessed a stable 

performance for the Indian hotel 

sector, as early monsoon getaways 

and travel along new infrastructure 

corridors helped o昀昀set the impact 
of external disruptions, including 

the Air India Flight AI171 crash, 

the Bengaluru crowd tragedy, and 

ongoing geopolitical tensions.

ARR trends
The report indicated the average 

rates in saw robust year-on-

year growth for the hospitality 

sector, with double-digit gains 

in several cities. Mumbai and 

New Delhi maintained their 

premium positioning, with 

average rates exceeding ₹10,000 
and ₹8,500, respectively. 
Meanwhile, Hyderabad saw the 

highest year-on-year growth. 

Goa was the only market to 

experience a year-on-year dip in 

average rates, likely due to the 

post-summer travel slowdown, 

early monsoon onset, and 

subdued leisure demand. 

Occupancy trends
On the occupancy front, hotels 

displayed mixed performance 

across Indian markets, with 

overall marginal year-on-year 

improvement at the national level. 

However, regional disparities 

remained evident, driven 

by geopolitical uncertainty, 

early monsoon impact, and 

shifting travel patterns. 

Chennai led the country in 

occupancy, which was closely 

followed by Mumbai, with both 

cities clocking rates in the 73–76 per 

cent range. Jaipur and Ahmedabad, 

meanwhile, posted the strongest 

year-on-year gains. HT

Industry report
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T
he consistent e昀昀orts of 
FHRAI have 昀椀nally borne 
fruit. In the 56th meeting 

of the GST Council, chaired by 
the Union Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman, the next-
gen GST framework was approved 
to accelerate India’s economic 
growth. Just weeks ahead of the 
council meeting, FHRAI had 
made a strong representation to 
the Union Finance Minister and 
Chairperson, GST Council, urging 
the rationalisation of GST in the 
tourism and hospitality sector to 
boost competitiveness and align with 
India’s Vision 2047. The association 
highlighted that it would act as a 
catalyst for the sector’s growth, 
aligning with the Government’s 
Vision 2047 and positioning India 
as a global tourism powerhouse.

Earlier, FHRAI lauded the 
landmark GST reforms announced 

New GST rates to power

hospitality growth
The government approves the next-gen GST reforms during its  

56th GST Council meeting, which will foster India’s hospitality industry.

Words by HT Bureau

tax revenue and foreign exchange 
earnings with massive potential to 
expand. However, India’s current 
GST rates make the tourism sector 
less competitive in comparison to 
its global peers. Asian destinations 
such as Thailand, Indonesia, and 
Singapore have adopted lower tax 
regimes, attracting larger tourist 
in昀氀ows. On the contrary, India faces 
an inherent disadvantage due to its 
higher GST structure.

Tourism’s role for Viksit 

Bharat 2047

As India prepares to emerge as  
a developed economy by 2047, 
tourism certainly needs to play a 
critical role in shaping our global 
standing. It contributes not only to 
the socio-economic growth but  
also to cultural and heritage 
preservation, soft power diplomacy, 
and inclusive development. HT

It would act as a 

catalyst for the 

sector’s growth, 

aligning with the 

Government’s 

Vision 2047

by the Prime Minister on 15 August 
2025, re昀氀ecting the Government’s 
continued commitment to 
strengthening India’s tax regime

VAT rates in Asian countries

Tourism is a signi昀椀cant source of 
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Equipped with modern medicine & ancient 

wisdom, India is well-positioned to become a 

global medical & wellness tourism hub.

Words by Surbhi Sharma

Transform the ‘Heal in India’ campaign 
into a global movement, to position India 
as a healing soft power

Creating global appeal
Heal in India

I
n a world increasingly seeking 

holistic healing, India stands 

at a transformative crossroads, 

where wellness meets economic 

ambition. At the ‘Heal in India 

2025 Medical & Wellness Tourism 

Summit,’ Suman Billa, Additional 

Secretary and Director General, 

Ministry of Tourism, Government of 

India, delved into a powerful vision of 

India’s tourism economy reaching US 

$3 trillion by 2047. He highlighted 

that at the heart of this goal lies a 

clear strategy, making medical and 

wellness tourism strategic pillars of 

India’s global positioning.

Modern & ancient practices
India is uniquely positioned at the 

intersection of clinical excellence 

and cultural wisdom. “Our USP is 

not just great doctors and hospitals, 

but our ancient systems of healing 

— Ayurveda, Yoga, and Siddha that 

treat the body, mind, and spirit,” he 

said, noting that the key message is 

India must evolve from being a place 

‘where you are treated’ to ‘where you 

come to heal.’

Action roadmap
Billa stressed the need to create a 

uni昀椀ed digital platform and integrate 
hospitals, tour operators, hotels and 

wellness centres. He suggested the 

development of 10 medical-wellness 

tourism clusters by 2027 to act as 

focused growth zones and also focus 

on incentivising states and service 

providers for quality outcomes. He 

further proposed for running global 

campaigns targeting GCC, Africa and 

SAARC for medical tourism and the 

West for wellness tourism. 

Soft power in the making
To project India as a healing soft 

power, Billa advocated that the ‘Heal 

in India’ campaign be transformed 

into a global movement, empowering 

India’s tourism potential.

“India must heal the world not just 

with its science but also with its soul,” 

he added.  HT
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Renew India’s outreach

Prioritising immersive experiences, Dilip Puri 

says India needs to re-market ‘Incredible 

India 2.0’ with firm government support.

Sustainability must be integrated into 

a luxury hotel’s core operations.”

Dilip Puri

Founder & CEO

Indian School of Hospitality

WOrdS by Surbhi Sharma

A
s India’s hospitality market 

evolves, the de昀椀nition of 
luxury has also changed. It 

is much more than grand rooms, it’s 

about creating meaningful, story-
worthy experiences. “Whether young 

or seasoned, luxury travellers seek 

experiences that stay with them,” said 

Dilip Puri, Founder & CEO, Indian 

School of Hospitality. 
Luxury is now about emotional 

recall, unique storytelling, and 

personal connection, not just 

service or opulence. “This shift 
requires hospitality brands to 

focus on immersive o昀昀erings, 
local narratives, and authentic 

cultural engagements,” he added.

Green innovation
Sustainability, Puri emphasised, is no 

longer an optional add-on for hotels. 
“Even travellers paying US$ 1,000 

per night now ask about the hotel’s 

sustainability initiatives.”

He believes sustainability and 
technology must be integrated into a 

luxury hotel’s core operations. From 

implementing energy-saving smart 
sensors in rooms to waste reduction 

systems and sustainable sourcing, 

these practices drive the green 

agenda. Not only do these reduce 

environmental impact, but they also 

result in cost savings for operators 
and a better guest experience.

Marketing strategy
He further stressed that India must 
re-market itself internationally, 
supported by improved connectivity, 

infrastructure, and guest experiences. 
To achieve this, he underscored the 

need for increased tourism budgets. 
“It is time to repush ‘Incredible India 

2.0’ campaign with strong support 

from the government,” he asserted. HT

Insight
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the midscale tide

IHCL turns

With an ambitious goal of 700 hotels by 

2030, IHCL is not just expanding, it is 

redefining the future of Indian hospitality.

Words by lipla negi

september-october 2025HotelTalk20



Taj Fateh Prakash Palace, Udaipur

Puneet Chhatwal

Managing director & CEo

Indian Hotels Company Limited (IHCL)

Nothing is ‘too ambitious’ in the 

professional playbook of Puneet 

Chhatwal, Managing Director 

and CEO, Indian Hotels Company 

Limited (IHCL). A leader who 

believes in action over rhetoric, 

Chhatwal lives by a simple mantra, 

“We promise, we deliver.” With 2030 

in sight, the Indian hospitality giant 

has set an audacious yet calculated 

goal — to upscale to 700 hotels, a 

milestone that not only re昀氀ects the 
company’s growth trajectory but 

also resonates with India’s booming 

tourism potential. Drawing parallels 

between India’s economy — poised to 

become the third largest in the world 

by 2030 — and IHCL’s ambitious 

‘Accelerate 2030’ strategy, Chhatwal 

sees a shared destination with India 

poised to clock a projected 6.5 per 

cent GDP growth, both IHCL and 

India are racing towards the same 

昀椀nish line — de昀椀ning a new era of 
global hospitality leadership.

HT Exclusive
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On the brink of tourism boom
Calling tourism one of India’s biggest 

‘soft powers’, Chhatwal explained, 

“For a long time, tourism has been a 

key growth catalyst, but we have not 

yet unlocked its full potential. It is not 

just about GDP contribution or job 

creation, tourism carries an in昀氀uence, 
a soft power for the country that 

we believe can be utilised far more 

e昀昀ectively in the coming years.”
Combine this with India’s rapid 

infrastructure growth — from 

highways and trains to airports — 

and the future of the sector looks 

brighter than ever. According to 

Chhatwal, this is a big boost for 

both domestic and inbound travel. 

“The investment the government 

has made over the last seven years 

has been phenomenal,” he said. 

Adding to that is a new wave of 

discretionary consumption, especially 

among younger Indians who are 

�is partnership doubles the Ginger portfolio with 240+ hotels, 
addressing the growing needs of aspirational travellers

Ginger Udaipur, Shastri Circle

now at the helm of travel decisions. 

“The doubling of highways, trains, 

and airports strongly supports the 

demand,” he noted.

Chhatwal, who has closely tracked 

the surge in branded hotels, sees 

domestic demand far outpacing 

supply. He pointed out, “Ten years 

ago, India had just 1,00,000 branded 

hotel rooms. Today, we are at 

2,00,000 rooms but to put that into 

perspective, that is still less than 

Dubai and Singapore combined, and 

even less than one state in the US. 

That is the size of the opportunity.”

It is this gap that fuels IHCL’s 

Accelerate 2030 vision. Chhatwal 

predicts the next phase of growth will 

come twice as fast. “What took India 

ten years to double — from 1,00,000 

to 2,00,000 — will take half the time 

to get to 3,00,000. The runway for 

growth is massive, and we are just 

getting started.”

Ginger: A transformative force 
Turning resilience into market 

dominance, IHCL, under Puneet 

Chhatwal’s leadership, is now 

sharpening its focus on the midscale 

segment of India’s hospitality sector. 

Backed by the robust growth 

trajectory of Ginger — its midscale, 

value-oriented brand — IHCL is 

strategically expanding its footprint 

in a category that has witnessed the 

fastest acceleration in demand post-

pandemic. By capitalising on shifting 

travel trends and rising demand 

from tier II and III cities, the 

company aims to consolidate its 

position as the dominant player in 

the midscale segment, which is one 

of hospitality’s fastest-growing and 

most competitive segments. 

From being India’s largest 

hospitality company to emerging 

as one of its strongest, IHCL is 

charting an ambitious path of scale, 

HT Exclusive
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Total portfolio

Hotels Rooms

Operating pipeline Total Operating pipeline Total

Taj 87 48 135 13,001 8,154 21,155

Claridges Collection 3  3 379  379

seleQtions 28 18 46 2,091 1,611 3,702

Gateway 10 26 36 748 3,643 4,391

Vivanta 29 23 52 3,780 3,418 7,198

Tree of Life 18 4 22 251 84 335

brij 10 9 19 130 230 360

Midscale  

(Ginger + ANK & Pride)
154 87 241 9,756 7,805 17,561

grand Total 339 215 554 30,136 24,945 55,081

Domestic portfolio

Hotels Rooms

Operating pipeline Total Operating pipeline Total

Taj 74 36 110 10,692 6,327 17,019

Claridges Collection 3  3 379  379

seleQtions 27 18 45 2,008 1,611 3,619

Gateway 10 26 36 748 3,643 4,391

Vivanta 26 22 48 3,416 3,288 6,704

Tree of Life 18 4 22 251 84 335

brij 10 8 18 130 208 338

Midscale 

(Ginger + ANK & Pride)
151 87 238 9,732 7,805 17,537

grand Total 319 201 520 27,356 22,966 50,322

Annexure – Portfolio as on date

IHCL enters into strategic partnerships with ANK Hotels, Pride Hospitality, and Brij Hospitality

be integrated operationally and 

migrated to IHCL’s brandscape, 

predominantly under the Ginger 

brand, among others. 

“Furthering IHCL’s leading 

presence in the midscale segment 

with the successful transformation of 

Ginger, this partnership doubles our 

portfolio with 240+ hotels addressing 

the growing needs of aspirational 

travellers,” explained Chhatwal. He 

further noted that these hotels are 

on a capital light arrangement of 

management contracts and select 

operating leases. ANK Hotels and 

Pride Hospitality have a portfolio of 

135 hotels in the midscale segment 

spread across 110 locations.

Ginger has not only been an 

experiment in resilience but also 

size, and synergies. In line with 

its 昀椀ve-year road map ‘Accelerate 
2030’, IHCL recently entered into 

a strategic partnership to acquire 

a controlling stake in ANK Hotels 

and Pride Hospitality, while also 

signing a distribution agreement 

with Brij Hospitality. By bringing 

the decades-old hospitality expertise 

of these companies into its fold 

— whose promoters belong to the 

Clarks Hotels family — IHCL gains 

a de昀椀nitive competitive edge in the 
increasingly competitive midscale 

segment. With this decisive move, 

IHCL has catapulted its portfolio 

to over 550 hotels. Over the next 

few months, these hotels will 

HotelTalk 23September-October 2025



Luxury Suite at Taj Corbett 

Resort & Spa, Uttarakhand

Varq, Taj Mahal, New Delhi

a re昀氀ection of the sector’s growing 
appetite for big-box hotels that 

deliver well-designed rooms, strong 

F&B o昀昀erings, and personalised 
guest experiences in equal measure. 

“We will soon open a property at 

Bengaluru Airport, with another 

under construction in Goa. Most 

recently, we signed a deal for a hotel 

at Kolkata Airport, slated to open in 

the next 12–14 months. This will give 

Ginger a signi昀椀cant footprint across 
昀椀ve airports,” he added.

Ginger’s steadily rising margins 

within IHCL’s overall revenue mix 

fuel this optimism, he asserted, 

“The margins from these newly 

reimagined, rebuilt, and repositioned 

Ginger hotels stand at over 50 

percent, with the sweet spot around 

55 percent — and some properties 

even crossing 60 percent. As I always 

say, when you think of something and 

execute relentlessly, it gets done.” HT

�e margins from these newly reimagined, rebuilt, and 
repositioned Ginger hotels stand at over 50%

HT Exclusive
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tomorrow’s 

leaders

Shaping

Words by HT Bureau

To tackle the talent shortage in 

hospitality, HAI has introduced a 

well-defined mentorship platform 

to nurture future leaders.

T
he Hotel Association of India (HAI) has 

unveiled a landmark initiative — an industry-

昀椀rst, structured mentorship platform designed 
exclusively for the hotel sector. This programme 

comes at a time when the industry is witnessing signi昀椀cant 
growth, especially in the tier II and III cities, covering 
about 50 locations.

Bridging the gap
This initiative aims to address the widening talent gap 
in the Indian hotel sector and support its sustainable 
growth. The focus is on leadership development, career 
progression, organisational culture, and improving 

Hotel Association of India introduces an Industry Mentoring Programme designed for the hotel sector.

�e programme reflects 

a shared commitment to 

cultivate the next generation 

of hospitality leaders.”

employee attraction towards the sector and their retention 
and engagement. A team of domain experts from HAI 
member hotels has designed the operational framework. 

Hailing the initiative as a gamechanger for the Indian 
tourism landscape while launching the programme, 
Gajendra Singh Shekhawat, Minister of Tourism, 
GoI, said, “The Hotel Association of India’s innovative 
programme marks a signi昀椀cant step towards establishing 
India as a global tourism powerhouse, with an ambitious 
goal of creating a US$ 3 trillion tourism economy by 
2047.” He added that as the demand for tourism continues 

to surge, the need for talented and visionary leaders 

Priya Paul

Chairperson, Apeejay 

surrendra Park Hotels 

Skill development
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�is is a one-of-its-kind initiative by industry 

experts, rooted in guru-shishya parampara.”

KB Kachru, President, Hotel Association of India and Chairman, south Asia, 

radisson Hotel Group

in hospitality has never been greater. This programme 
will develop professionals prepared to lead the future 
of tourism and hospitality, setting a high standard that 
inspires excellence beyond our borders.

KB Kachru, President, Hotel Association of India 
and Chairman, South Asia, Radisson Hotel Group, added, 
“This is a one-of-its-kind initiative by industry experts – 
rooted in the guru-shishya parampara, to provide expert 
mentorship and inspire a lasting commitment to the 
future of hospitality leadership in India. The government 
and industry have set a target of creating around million 
branded hotel rooms to achieve the India Tourism vision 

2047. This will require an addition of around 100,000 
middle to senior management hotel managers to the 
existing pool.”

Terming mentoring as more than a guiding talent 
exercise, Rohit Khosla, Vice President, Hotel Association 
of India, opined, “It is about maximising potential, 
nurturing future leadership, and building a resilient 

tomorrow for our industry. Through this structured 
mentorship programme, we will empower individuals 
to grow, innovate, and carry ahead the legacy of Indian 
hospitality that is synonymous with excellence.” 

For Priya Paul, Chairperson, Apeejay Surrendra 
Park Hotels, HAI’s industry mentorship programme is 
a signi昀椀cant step to empower and inspire hospitality 
professionals across organisations. “The programme 
re昀氀ects a shared commitment to cultivate the next 
generation of hospitality leaders and experts and is a 
much-needed investment in people,” she added.  

HAI will work with its member hotels to adopt  
this programme and embed it into their brand culture, 
empowering future leaders and strengthening India’s 
position as a world-class hospitality destination. “At  
its heart, hospitality is about people — and this 
programme recognises the power of investing in talent,” 
concluded Vikram Oberoi, Managing Director &  
CEO, EIH Limited. HT
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T
he Global Sustainable 

Tourism Council (GSTC), 

the world’s most trusted 

benchmark for sustainable 

tourism, has 昀椀nally arrived in India, 
o昀昀ering hotels a locally accessible 
and cost-e昀昀ective path to global 
recognition. This landmark move, 
enabled by a strategic partnership 
between United Certi昀椀cation 
Systems Limited (UCSL), a 
pioneering GSTC-accredited 
body, and QualStar, India’s 
leading hotel certi昀椀cation expert, 
eliminates the need for expensive 
international audits, making it 
easier for Indian hotels to align with 
global sustainability standards.

A new era for Indian 
hospitality
The Indian hospitality industry 
is experiencing unprecedented 
growth, but with this expansion 
comes increased scrutiny from 
global travellers, corporations, and 
governments who are demanding 
veri昀椀able sustainability. Until 
now, obtaining GSTC certi昀椀cation 
required inviting auditors from 
overseas, a process fraught with 
high costs and logistical challenges. 
This made certi昀椀cation an expensive 
proposition, limiting adoption to just 
a handful of properties.

The new UCSL–QualStar 
partnership addresses this critical 

GSTC certification

India welcomes  

UN-backed

Words by HT Bureau

The globally recognised hotel sustainability 

standard is now available locally via QualStar, 

helping Indian hotels cut costs, aligning them 

with the world’s trusted benchmark.

Olga Shuvalova

CEO, United Certi昀椀cation  
systems Limited

Subha Bhaskar

Coo

QualStar

barrier. By combining UCSL’s 
international accreditation with 

QualStar’s deep local expertise 
and established network of trained 

auditors, hotels can now achieve the 
same rigorous, globally recognised 
certi昀椀cation at a fraction of the cost. 

Besides, the local accessibility 
of  the certi昀椀cation is crucial for an 
industry facing a shortage of over 
300,000 hotel rooms and rapidly 
expanding its footprint.

The gold standard of 
sustainable tourism
Established through a UN-led 
initiative, GSTC creates uni昀椀ed, 
global standards for sustainable 
tourism. This means a hotel certi昀椀ed 
in India meets the same rigorous 
parameters as in Singapore, Türkiye, 
or the US. It ensures consistency and 

credibility among global travellers, 
tour operators, and corporate clients 
who are increasingly prioritising 
ethical and sustainable choices. 

The certi昀椀cation covers four key 
pillars of sustainable tourism:
• Sustainable management: 

Ensuring a hotel’s operations are 
transparent and committed to 
sustainability goals.

• Socio-economic impacts: 

Sustainability
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Focusing on fair labour practices, 
community engagement, and 
supporting local economies.

• Cultural impacts: Promoting 
and protecting cultural heritage.

• Environmental impacts: 

E昀昀ectively managing energy, 
water, waste, and biodiversity.
By meeting these criteria, 

certi昀椀ed hotels not only reduce their 
environmental footprint but also 
enhance their brand reputation and 
marketability on a global scale. This 
is especially relevant in a world where 
countries like Singapore and Türkiye 

have already made GSTC certi昀椀cation 
mandatory for their hotel sectors.

Voices from the partnership
Emphasising the importance of 
local expertise in maintaining 
global standards, Olga Shuvalova, 

CEO, UCSL, said, “Our partnership 
with QualStar ensures that GSTC 
certi昀椀cation remains rigorous, 
impartial, and internationally 
credible while also becoming more 
accessible and relevant to the Indian 
market. We are con昀椀dent that this 
collaboration will accelerate India’s 

journey towards becoming a global 
leader in sustainable tourism.”

Subha Bhaskar, COO, QualStar, 
highlighted the synergy between the 
two organisations. “We are proud 
to collaborate with UCSL as their 
authorised partner. This allows us 
to combine UCSL’s global credibility 
with our decades of local expertise in 
hotel classi昀椀cation and audits.” She 
futher highlighted that by providing 
internationally recognised and deeply 
relevant sustainability audits, “we are 
empowering Indian hotels to meet 
and exceed global expectations.”

Key bene昀椀ts for Indian hotels
The availability of local GSTC 
certi昀椀cation is a game changer for 
the Indian hospitality industry, 
positioning it for long-term growth 
and global leadership. Additionally, 
the certi昀椀cation can help hotels 
achieve cost-e昀케ciency, enhanced 
market access, and brand credibility 
and competitiveness. HT

�is pivotal step will empower Indian 

hotels towards becoming global leaders in 

sustainable tourism
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to profit-positive

From plastic-free

A switch from plastic bottles to in-house alkaline water 

results in savings of `1.2 crore in just a year, says Vikram Cotah.

Words by HT Bureau

GReaT trails Kodaikanal By GRT Hotels

W
hen Vikram Cotah 

decided to eliminate 

plastic bottles across 

all 22 GRT Hotels 

properties, it was not about PR. It 

was about principle and pro昀椀tability. 
“The board was happiest,” he said, 

referring to the ₹1.2 crore saved in 
just 12 months after switching to in-
house alkaline water. The initiative 
created an immediate ripple e昀昀ect on 
many fronts — reduced land昀椀ll waste, 

enhanced guest experience, and 

measurable cost savings.

Going the extra mile 
But that was just the start. Cotah led 

a set of initiatives anchored in the 
World Travel and Tourism Council’s 
Hotel Sustainability Basics. From 
recycling water and cutting power 
use to replacing mini toiletries with 

re昀椀llable, paraben-free alternatives, 
the group has gone above and 

beyond to ful昀椀l its commitment to 
sustainability. Roughly 70 per cent 
of resort sta昀昀 is hired locally and all 
GRT hotels are now pet-friendly and 
smoke-free. The average Air Quality 
Index (AQI) inside their hotels is 
between 25 and 30, even when Delhi 
hits an AQI of 600.

The company has also invested in 
regenerative practices. In Kodaikanal, 
where forest land was cleared for a 

new resort, the timber was reused to 
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If the government can o�er 

capital subsidies for green 

hotels, it will accelerate 

adoption industry-wide.”

Vikram Cotah, CEo, GrT Hotels & resorts

build rooms. Today, 23 bird species 
have returned to the area. He said 
that this circular thinking pays o昀昀.

Nurturing hyper-local 
sourcing 
GRT’s hyper-local food philosophy 
is notable for its focus on sourcing 

ingredients that are within a 50 km 
radius, o昀昀setting carbon emissions 
tied to long-distance sourcing. At 
their Thanjavur property, they have 
a chef, who is a farmer, and guests 

leave with hand-packed vegetables 
from the hotel’s kitchen garden, 
turning a simple stay into a memory.

GRT’s push into sustainability is 
not limited to internal operations, it 

extends to guest-facing innovations 
too. Each property now o昀昀ers ‘Great 
Meetings’ — a carbon-neutral MICE 
initiative that o昀昀sets emissions 
through a昀昀orestation. 

“We calculate the carbon footprint 

of your event and plant trees 
accordingly,” Cotah explained. “You 
walk in for a meeting and walk out 

knowing that you have contributed to 
the planet.”

Even their breakfast o昀昀ering 
termed the ‘Great Sunshine 
Breakfast’ is part of the o昀昀set model. 
“We serve global recipes using local 
produce,” he quipped.

What stands out for GRT is the 

emotional connection formed with 

guests. Cotah recalled a guest who 

teared up after being gifted fresh 

vegetables grown onsite in Thanjavur. 
“She said it reminded her of going 

back to her mother’s home,” he said. 

“That is the kind of hospitality we 
believe in — one rooted in memory, 
not marketing.”

Leading change
Flagging the importance of policy 
reform in the industry, Cotah 
shared, “We are actively pushing for 
sustainability incentives to be part of 
the Union Budget. If the government 
can o昀昀er capital subsidies for green 
hotels, it will accelerate adoption 

industry-wide.” 
He also urged the industry to 
stop waiting for regulation and 

instead lead the transformation. 

“Sustainability is not a cost; it is an 
investment,” he emphasised, pointing 
to higher guest satisfaction, stronger 

brand loyalty, and growing interest 
from ESG-focused investors. 

He also mentioned that his book, 

The Great Butter昀氀y E昀昀ect, launched 

recently by the Union Tourism 
Minister, captures GRT’s journey 
and o昀昀ers a practical sustainability 
roadmap for Indian hoteliers.

“Leave a legacy,” he said. 
“Tomorrow’s guests are not just 
looking for a bed, they are looking for 
a belief system. Are you ready to be 
part of that change?” HT
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