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PAVAN LALL 
Mumbai, 6 August  

Hilton Worldwide Hot -
els, the storied interna-
tional hospitality chain 

that was founded over a century 
ago, is on the lookout to set up a 
“big-box” hotel to augment and 
bolster its presence here, its 
leadership in India said. 

Navjit Ahluwalia, who is 
country head of Hilton India, 
runs 21 hotels with around 3,500 
keys, and has hotel brands such 
as the Hilton, Hilton Garden 
Inn, Doubletree and Conrad, 
admits that the Hilton journey 
in India had been slow but it is 
on track to now focus on setting 
up a flagship hotel either in 
Mumbai or in New Delhi. And 
that they are scouting for the 
right partners. 

A big-box hotel can be loose-
ly defined as a large complex 
with several hundred rooms, 
banquet halls, conference 
rooms and multiple service 
offerings that can include servi -
ce apartments, shopping arcad -
es and more. They are also more 
complex projects to fin a n ce, 
execute and develop as opp osed 
to smaller boutique assets. 

Hilton had announced a 
joint venture partnership in 
2006 with realty player DLF in 
a bid to expand the company’s 
footprint in India but that never 
panned out. 

Earlier still, the company 
attempted another tie-up with 
luxury player Oberoi Hotels 
between 2004 and 2007, which 
was a brand and marketing 
alliance between the Hilton and 
the Oberoi’s Trident hotels, but 
that also came to an end 
because of differences between 
the two chains. 

In the meantime, other for-
eign chains set up big-box 
properties that have cemented 
their reputations and estab-
lished presence in the local 
markets. Examples are Accor’s 
Sofitel at the Bandra Kurla 
Complex in Mumbai, the JW 
Marriott in Juhu and, to an 
extent, even the Leela Hotel in 
Chanakyapuri, Delhi, despite 
its cost overruns. 

“If you look at the MGM 

Grand in Las Vegas, it has thou-
sands of rooms and the point is, 
how much is the demand in that 
market to drive that sort of 
capacity,” said Patu Keswani, 
founder of Lemon Tree Hotels. 
“India only has two deep mar-
kets — Delhi NCR (National 
Capital Region) and Mumbai — 
which will have the capacity to 
absorb demand, and the high 
cost of land makes barriers high 
as well.” Keswani is building a 
670-key, million-square foot, 
~1,000-crore hotel close to the 
airport in Mumbai and is hope-
ful of getting it up and ready in 
around two years. 

Ahluwalia said despite the 
absence of such large flagship 
hotels he sees glimpses of suc-
cess in key locations such as the 
Hilton Shillim in Lonavala, 

which has been running high 
on occupancy and charging 
rates as high as ~20,000 even 
during the downturn over the 
last couple years. 

“We missed out on dramatic 
growth because of failed part-
nerships but are looking to get 
past that now given that India 
will be the third largest market 
for hospitality in the world,” he 
said, adding that they have at 
least 12 hotel projects in the 
pipeline. Other large markets 
include the US and China. 

Currently, he pointed out, 
there is “extreme pressure” on 
the industry with occupancies 
across the board having crashed 
from around 80 per cent to bet -
ween 30 and 40 per cent. “Ob -
viously we are turning to focus 
on how to regenerate business, 
and one initiative has been the 
Hilton Honours points prog ra -
mme, which is a loyalty scheme 
that earlier was only for lodging 
but now also includes F&B.” 

Key challenges for the Hilton 
Group in India include bringing 
back occupancies to earlier lev-
els, increasing their share of 
inbound foreign business travel 
guests, creating an F&B culture 
and footprint, and pushing rates 
back to pre-pandemic levels, 
something which most hotels 
are grappling with, said analysts 
who track the sector but dec -
lined to be named. 

The broader question that 
remains is this: Do hotel chains 
really need big-box hotels and 
is the mythology of the flagship 
or the hotel with character just 
that or does it just need a prime 
property to project its values? 
Ahluwalia said Hilton’s inter-
national brands such as Curio 
and Tapestry do have a person-
ality and every chain needs a 
brand recognition icon. 

Industry-wise, the land-
scape is different now. Big-box 
hotels were largely developed 
by real estate developers as they 
were making money on resi-
dential sales and using the prof-
its to build hotels that are really 
commercial properties and 
very cash intensive, so they 
needed those profits to do so. 
“Now this industry will go 
through some consolidation 
because real estate developers 
are also seeing consolidation. 
The sector has seen a triple 
whammy with rentals, residen-
tial sales and hotels all slowing 
down but big business hotels 
will return and the big-box 
hotel will be here in the long 
term,” Anuj Puri, chairman and 
founder, Anarock Pro perty 
Consultants predicted. 

The bottom-line is that all it 
takes is one big-ticket hotel to 
change the perception of a ch a -
in and put it back on the map, 
Ahluwalia said, adding, “We 
remain committed to India.”

Hilton eyes the 
big box in India
After two failed partnerships, the 102-year-old 
international hospitality chain hopes to expand its 
presence in the country with at least 12 mega-projects

DEVANGSHU DATTA 
New Delhi, 6 August 

The motto of the US state of 
New Hampshire is “Live Free 
or Die”. Appropriately enough, 
NH is currently the only US 
state offering legal 
certification for flying cars. But 
while such a vehicle sounds 
like a figment of science 
fiction, it could soon become 
perfectly normal technology. 

A month ago, the Slovak 
company Klein Vision tested 
its AirCar prototype 1 with a 35-
minute flight between Nitra 
and Bratislava airports. The 
AirCar’s 160 bhp BMW engine 
can take it up to 2,500 metres, 
propelling it through the air at 
190 kmph for round trips of 
1,000 km. Once it lands, it 
takes under 3 minutes to fold 
up the wings and become a 
high-performance car. The 
production version will have 
an even more powerful engine. 

AirCar is one of dozens of 
flying cars, or drivable aircraft, 
if you prefer, under develop -
ment. Wikipedia lists over 30 
such designs in development, 
or, in a few instances, already 
legally cleared for public use. 

Apart from AirCar, there’s 
Terrafugia Transition, which is 
described as a “drivable light 
sports aircraft”. The Transition 
has been cleared by America’s 
Federal Aviation Admin -
istration and it can be used by 
someone with a pilot’s licence. 
This two-seater aims to meet 
the US National Highway and 
Traffic Safety Administration 
driving safety standards by 
2022. Meanwhile, Germany’s 
Volocopter, is trying to  
license its VoloCity as an 
autonomous air taxi. 

The Dutch company PAL-
V’s Liberty has been approved 
for road usage in Holland. It’s 
passed the road vehicle tests 
and is seeking air certification. 

Drivers will have to undergo 
flight training to use it,  
if they don’t already have  
pilot licences. 

Alongside boutique engi -
neering outfits, tran sportation 
majors are also interested in 
air-car development. A joint 
team from BMW, Aston 
Martin, Lockheed Martin and 
Airbus is working on the 
AeroMobil. This vehicle, 
which can also transform from 
car to aircraft quickly, has a top 
speed of about 160 kmph on 
the ground and 
250 kmph in the 
air. It’s already 
undergone 
thousands of 
hours of testing 
and the first 
commercial 
versions are to 
launch in 2023. 

Japanese 
startup SkyDrive, 
which is backed by Toyota, is 
testing its SD-03, an all-electric 
vehicle capable of vertical 
take-off and landing (VTOL). 
Hyundai is looking at an 
electric VTOL air-car. General 
Motors’ Cadillac Vertile, which 
was on display at CES 2021, is 
targeting a utilitarian market, 
like the Volocopter. The single 
passenger, all-electric Vertile is 
an autonomous quad-copter 
with wheels. It’s designed for 

urban commutes — VTOL 
capability lets it land on roofs, 
or in parking lots. 

Audi-Airbus displayed 
their collaborative Pop.Up 
Next concept at the Geneva 
Motor Show in 2017. This is to 
be a self-driving, self-flying, 
fully autonomous electric taxi. 
It uses four wheels to drive on 
the streets, and an eight-rotor 
unit for VTOL. 

The interest in such vehi -
cles is driven by e-commerce 
pene tration and the popu lar -

ity of ride-hailing. 
The pandemic 
has also led to a 
new focus on 
personal tran -
sport. Com mu -
ters would like to 
avoid traffic jams 
and they’re relu c -
tant to use public 
transport for fear 
of in fection. 

Evolving drone tech nologies 
and AI developments have 
made it easier to dream up 
ambitious designs. 

Clean, electric autono m -
ous air-cars with VTOL capa -
bility could alter how we live, 
work and travel as well as con s -
umption patterns. Urban plan -
ning would change radic a lly if 
these catch on. And of course, 
safety norms must evolve. 

The “first editions” of such 

vehicles will be very expensive 
(Liberty will cost over 
$559,000) but that’s true for 
most technologies. The 
engineering challenges are 
interesting. Cars and planes 
don’t have much in common. 

Planes are light-weight and 
streamlined for aero dyna -
mics. They can have fixed 
wings (these need to be folded 
if the vehicle is driven); they 
can have rotors (ala helicopters 
but again these need to be 
folded) or they can use jets. 
The directional controls are 
very different in 3-D airspace 
and on the ground. 

Weight is less of a consi de -
ration with cars. But cars must 
be designed not to turn turtle 
cornering at speeds, and 
they’re built to protect 
passengers in accidents.  
Many cars have “anti-lift” 
designs, like spoilers to 
improve road-holding. 

The skies are less crowded 
than urban roads but aerial 
collisions, as and when they 
occur, have a very high 
fatality rate. A flying car must 
be designed to operate safely 
in both modes and it must 
receive certification for both 
road safety and air-safety. 
Moreover, regulators must 
demarcate urban air-
corridors to operate such 
vehicles. They will need to 
develop high-tech, machine-
readable real-time maps of 
such corridors to reduce 
collision risks. 

If it’s autonomous, the 
programming must handle 
both modes. If it’s driven -
/piloted, the person in charge 
must have both licences. 
Autonomy is the likely way 
forward. Even highly trained 
pilots find it hard to control 
multi-rotor VTOL aircraft. 

Morgan Stanley reckons 
the air-car market will 
mature into a $1-trillion 
global industry by 2040. For 
comparison, the global 
automobile industry is worth 
around $2 trillion now. The 
investments pouring in and 
the frenzied activity could 
mean faster development  
of the sector.

There is no surprise in the outcome  
of the three-day meeting of the Monetary 
Policy Committee (MPC) that ended  
on Friday. 

Based on “an assessment of the evolv-
ing domestic and global macroeconomic 
and financial conditions and the out-
look”, the Indian central bank’s rate-set-
ting body has kept the policy rates 
unchanged. The decision is unanimous. 
It is also in favour of continuing with the 
accommodative stance “as long as nec-
essary” to “revive and sustain growth on 
a durable basis”. Just one of the six mem-
bers of the MPC did not support this. 

Still, the subtext of this policy is a bit 
different from the June policy. The 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) sounds rela-
tively more confident on growth now 
and, at the same time, its concerns on 
inflation are clearly higher. In fact, it has 
raised its inflation projection for the year 
closer to the upper end of the band that 
the MPC is targeting. 

This — along with the doubling of size 
of the 14-day variable rate reverse repo, 
or VRRR, auctions, from ~2 trillion to ~4 
trillion in the second quarter of the finan-
cial year — may encourage some of us to 
interpret the latest policy as a soft signal 
to return to normalcy. This is why the 10-
year bond yield rose 4 basis points to 

close at about 6.24 per cent (previous 
close was 6.207). A basis point is a hun-
dredth of a percentage point. 

RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das has, 
however, strongly emphasised that the 
increase in the size of the auction should 
not be read this way; it’s nothing but a 
tool for liquidity management. 

The excess liquidity in the system is 
at its historic high now — around ~11 tril-
lion. Among others, the combination of 
the RBI’s secondary market G-sec acqui-
sition programme (G-SAP) and redemp-
tions of a bunch of short-term treasury 
bills in the second quarter will ensure 
that the liquidity sugar rush continues 
to flood the system. 

The VRRR, kept in 
abeyance during the pan-
demic, was re-introduced in 
January, and since then the 
~2 trillion absorbed through 
this window is being rolled 
over every fortnight. The 
RBI has now decided to 
ramp up the size of the 
VRRR auction in phases to 
~4 trillion by the second half 
of September. This is paral-
lel to the fixed rate daily 
reverse repo window where 
banks earn 3.35 per cent for 
keeping excess money with the RBI. 

Sounding more bullish on growth, 
the policy statement says the domestic 
economic activity has started normal-
ising with the second wave of the pan-
demic ebbing; and although there is no 
rise in investment demand, better 
capacity utilisation, rising steel con-
sumption and higher imports of capital 
goods, among others, should kick-start 
a “long-awaited revival”. It has kept its 
real GDP growth projection unchanged 
at 9.5 per cent for fiscal year 2022. For 
the first quarter of fiscal year 2023, the 
real GDP growth estimate is pegged at 

17.2 per cent. 
Like many other central bankers, the 

RBI Governor has maintained the stance 
that driven by supply shocks, inflation is 
transitory; but the inflation projection of 
the year has been raised substantially, 
from 5.1 per cent to 5.7 per cent “with 
risks broadly balanced”. Even for the first 
quarter of fiscal 2023, the RBI projection 
for inflation is 5.1 per cent, that too on a 
relatively high base. The MPC’s inflation 
target is 4 per cent with a 2 percentage-
point band on either side. 

Clearly, the MPC is aware that the 
threat of inflation is real. At the same 
time, the green shoots in Asia’s third 
largest economy seem to be showing. 

If both the trends continue, 
the RBI will be left with no 
choice but to start unwind-
ing the super-accommoda-
tive stance of the monetary 
policy sooner than later. It 
is bound to start doing so 
by February 2023, if not in 
December 2022. 

The policy statement 
says the MPC is conscious 
of its mandate of anchoring 
inflation expectations and 
will act as soon as the 
prospects for strong and 

sustainable growth are assured. For the 
time being, the RBI remains in “whatever 
it takes” mode, with a readiness to deploy 
all its policy levers — monetary, pruden-
tial or regulatory — to nurture the 
“nascent and hesitant recovery”. 

The writer, a consulting editor with  
Business Standard, is an author and senior 
adviser to Jana Small Finance Bank Ltd 
His latest book: Pandemonium:  
The Great Indian Banking Story 
To read his previous columns,  
please log on to www.bankerstrust.in 
Twitter: TamalBandyo

As tech evolves, flying 
cars get ready to take off

The interest in such 
vehicles is driven 
by e-commerce 
penetration and 
the popularity of 
ride-hailing. The 
pandemic has also 
led to a new focus 
on personal 
transport

BANKER’S TRUST 
TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

The RBI sounds 
relatively more 
confident on growth 
now and its 
concerns on 
inflation are clearly 
higher. In fact, it has 
raised its inflation 
projection for the 
year closer to the 
upper end of the 
band that the MPC  
is targeting

The first soft signal of 
return to normalcy?

ROOMS WITH A VIEW 
(Offshore operators in India) 

Source: Companies 

 nNo of hotels 
Figures in brackets: No of rooms(25,198)

(10,000)

(7,000)

(13,000)

(3,500)

Starwood 
Marriott

Accor 
Group 

Hyatt 
Group   

Radisson 
Group 

Hilton 
Group

124 53 31 98 21
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