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Vidit Aatrey and Sanjeev Barnwal,

of Meesho; th

ho as the first

platform to become profitable is undeniable

A song of ice and fire

Several Indian unicorns are forging profits out of funding winter's ice, showing

away outofthe squeeze; thisis musicto investors' ears

ARYAMAN GUPTA
New Delhi, 10 August

technology bubble in the early 2000s
werebehindit.

Cut tolast week. On July 7, Meesho,
the Bengaluru-based e-commerce
unicorn (astartup valued at more than
$1billion), said it had turned profitable
inJuly. Vidit Aatrey, who co-founded
Meesho in 2015, said it was India’s first
horizontal e-commerce platform —
onethat brings online alarge number
of sellers from diverse segments — to
become profitable.

The profit after tax Meesho is
talking about isin single digits,

anuary 22,2022, is a historic day

for the internet economy. That

day Amazon declared its first

ever quarterly profit. Ithad
been around since 1995 and lost
$2.8billiontill then.

The profit showed Amazon, one of
the best-known internet brands, had
comeback from the brink, thatits
model could work, and that the
troubles caused by the bursting of the

meaning less than<10 crore, much
smaller than the $5 million (roughly
41 croreattoday’s exchange rate) that
Amazon declared on January 22,2002.
Besides, Meesho’s scale and place in
history are no match to Amazon’s.
However, there is nodenying the
significance of its first profit.
Itshows Meesho’s model of focusing
onsmall businesses can work. More
importantly, Indian unicorns may have
found away to deal with the so-called
funding winter, marked by investors
tightening their purse strings.

Meesholaid off 250 employees in
May and cut spending on customer

acquisition, marketing, and

technology. Its chief financial officer
(CFO), Dhiresh Bansal, earlier told
Business Standard that Meesho saw a
“43 per cent increase in order volume,
culminatingin over abillion orders™

during the past 12 months.

There are other Indian unicorns
carving profits out of the ice of the

funding winter.

Aday after Meesho, fintech unicorn

MobiKwiksaid it had posted a

mumsal | FRiDaY, 11 auGusT 2023 Business Standard

3 crore, in the first quarter.

Preet Singh, MobiKwik’s co-founder

and chief executive officer (CEO).
Food delivery giant Zomato

reported its first profit in the first

%2 crore, compared toaloss 0f X186

expect our business to remain
profitable,” Zomato’s CFO, Akshant
Goyal, said inaregulatory filing.

the last quarter of 2022-23 after

considering corporate costs and

excluding employee stock options.
Atleast 210f India’s 92 unicorns

clear path to profitability.

especially during the recent funding
slowdown, has finally pushed

says Anirudh A Damani, managing

stage micro-venture-capital
fund. “Ensuringa
business model that
offers genuine value while
maintaining profitability
isn’'tjustideal;itis
imperative.”

This should be music
toinvestors’ ears.

OnTuesday,
Japanese investment
giant SoftBanksaid its
investments in Zomato,
Paytm, Delhivery, and PB
Fintech contributed
gains of more than $400
million to the SoftBank
Vision Fund during
thequarter ended
June 30,2023.

“Given thatthe

the cash on hand,” says Pranav Pai,

early-stage venture capital firm.
Sectors of high cash burn, such as

its promise of 10-minute deliveries,
saysitison trackto turn profitable in
the next year or so.

AaditPalicha, said he expected the

consolidated profit for the first time, at

“Our vision for2023-24 is to achieve
profitability in all quarters,” said Bipin

quarter of the current financial year, at

croreinthesame period last year. “We

Zomato’s rival Swiggy said its food
delivery business turned profitable in

have become profitable. Otherssuchas
Paytm and Delhivery have presented a

“The heightened investor scrutiny,

companies to prioritise their margins,”

partner, Artha Venture Fund, an early-

market is now demanding disciplined
growth, well-run companies should be
able to demonstrate profitability with

founding partner at 3one4 Capital, an
quick commerce, are not untouched by

this profit drive. Mumbai-based Zepto,
which first came into the limelight with

Inarecentinterview with Business
Standard, Zepto's co-founder and CEO,
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company to become cash flow-positive
inthe next12to15 months. The
company has seen a300 per cent
growthinsales this year. Itsdark
stores, contributing to over half of its
business, are now profitable.
Asstartup valuations become more
realistic, and nascent businesses inch
closer to the profitability threshold,
theywill be able to generate investor
interest and raise capital “on their own
terms”, says Pai of 3one4.
And then, who knows, the
funding winter might thaw under
the fire of profits.
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‘Morebreaks, younger

travellers, rising credit
areemergingtrends’

Omni-channel travel services firm Travel Cook
India on Thursday reported a consolidated net
profit of ¥70.9 crore in the June quarter. The firm
had reported a loss of ¥6.9 crore in the year-ago
period. Its total income from operations grew to
%1,931.8 crore during the first quarter of the
current financial year from ¥989.8 crore in the
year-ago period. MAHESH IYER, managing
director and chief executive at Thomas Cook India,
discusses the drivers for growth, demand trends
and challenges in a telephonic interview with
Ajinkya Kawale. Edited excerpts:

‘What are the emerging trends you have
their aspirations and the kind of

locations preferred?

1think people are looking for more breaks.
The second trend that we see is that the tra-
velling population is getting younger. Our
age group has already fallen down by about
10 years. Third, for a category like travel,
people are willing to take credit. Fourth,
they want to have more experiential travel
such as adventure
or biking.

SoI think we
are now starting
to segment our
customers accord-
ing to their likes
and dislikes.
Further segmen-
tation will be
done as different age groups have
different preferences.

MAHESH IYER

MD & (EO,
Thomas Cook India

‘What are the key drivers for the company’s
growth for the first quarter of FY24?

‘We have got multiple companies and busi-
nesses within India and overseas. If you
look at the entities that have performed very
well in the current quarter, there is Thomas
Cook Standalone, which has the business of
foreign exchange, holidays, corporate travel
and MICE (meetings, incentives, confer-
ences and exhibitions). SOTC Travel
Services mirrors what Thomas Cook does in
the form of holidays, MICE and business
travel with the only exception that it does
not have a foreign exchange business.

As you know, traditionally this happens
to be a strong travel quarter for us. Some of
the key metrics that we monitor for this
business have performed very well for us.

Within the business units of Thomas
Cook, foreign exchange, holidays, MICE and
corporate travel have done exceedingly well
in terms of volume growth, margin manage-
ment and cost prudence.

Sterling Holiday Resorts has had the
ninth consecutive quarter of profitability,
with a steady growth in average room rate,
occupancy at about 74 per cent, addition of
two resorts and more planned, and a
strategy shift from timeshare to hospitality

and resort auguring well.

‘We are currently about 66 per cent in
terms of room sales. I think these are some
of the key levers that have held the perform-
ance in the current quarter.

Do you think the upcoming quarter will
follow asimilar trend?

Aword of caution I have is that you must
appreciate that we were in a traditionally
good season. April to June coincides with
holidays, summer vacations and is a peak
season for travel.

July to September is traditionally a
shoulder quarter. But despite that, our for-
ward bookings look very strong compared
to the budgets or the internal targets that we
have set for ourselves. They are trending
very close to the pre-pandemic level and in
some businesses topping it. We expect a
good performance.

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has taken
i toi ionalise the rupee,
allow United Payments Interface (UPI)
in ri

As more such steps are taken, how do you
see theirimpact on your core forex business
from ashort- as well as long-term
perspective?

We are one of the largest foreign exchange
or retail foreign exchange providers. We are
a category two non-bank, but we have a lot
of things that we do that are akin to a bank.
‘We are the first non-bank prepaid card
issuer in the country. We are members of
SWIFT and run our own dealing room, and
we have our own foreign currency accounts.

‘Moreonbusiness-standard.com
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