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Belonging

HE A DS IN B EDS

At Taj Bekal, wellness floats on still waters and family 
bonds deepen in the Kerala breeze

-Misbaah Mansuri

Backwaters
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Flavours that feel like 
home—only better
Lunch that first day was our 
introduction to what would become 
a culinary love affair. At Backwater 
Café, the food is local without being 
heavy, nuanced without being 
intimidating. There was meen 
pollichathu — pearls of fish wrapped 
in banana leaf and slow-cooked with 
spice — and malabar parotta, buttery 
and flakey like it had been made for 
someone you love.
As we ate, we watched houseboats 
drift across the backwaters. My 
nephew fed rice to a curious myna 
that landed beside her table. This, 
we realised, was the tone of Taj 
Bekal — beauty unforced, comfort 
unspoken.

A day that swayed 
and sparkled
The afternoon unfolded in soft, 
sun-dappled chapters. We walked 
through the property, exploring little 
bridges, temple-like structures, and 
hammocks stretched between 
coconut trees. The kids darted ahead 
while the rest of us fell behind, paused 
by the sound of flute music rising from 
the activity lawn.
Then came an hour of terra bouncing, 
kayaking, zip-lining, and archery—an 
outdoor burst of joy designed as 
much for grown-ups as for the little 
ones. By 4:30, we were ready for 
something gentler, and we found it at 
Chaya Kada, the resort’s charming 
tea set-up by the backwaters.
There, we were served saffron chai in 
clay cups, paired with banana fritters 
and jaggery-dusted jackfruit crisps. As 
the sun melted into gold, we moved to 
the beach for the sundowner. Wine in 
hand, toes in the sand, the children 

There are few places where time folds 
itself neatly around your family’s 
rhythms—where toddlers’ laughter 
doesn’t clash with luxury, and 
grandparents are not merely 
accommodated but cherished. Taj 
Bekal is one such place. Wrapped in 
the lush curve of Kerala’s backwaters, 
it doesn’t just host you. It holds you.
We arrived, all six of us, just after noon. 
My parents, my sister and her two little 
ones, and I — each with our own 
expectations and weariness — were 
welcomed not just with jasmine 
garlands, but with a kind of knowing 
warmth. Staff members greeted the 
babies by name by day two. My 
mother’s dietary preferences were 
remembered without reminders. And 
my father—once skeptical of hotel 
yoga—was won over by a single 
session under swaying palms.

Check-in to stillness
The arrival at Taj Bekal is less a 
formality and more an exhale. 
Coconut groves flank the entry path, 
and the Kappil River shimmers just 
beyond the lawns. Each villa seems 
carved into the landscape, private yet 
porous to nature.
After a short welcome and a coconut 
water in hand, we were shown to our 
rooms: elegantly understated spaces 
with laterite stone, dark teak, and open 
courtyards. The private plunge pool 
tempted even the toddlers, and the 
outdoor rain showers made every 
rinse feel like a ritual. The property 
manages the rare feat of being both 
expansive and intimate—it stretches 
luxuriously along 26 acres, but nothing 
ever feels far.
We unpacked quickly—because 
who can linger indoors when lunch 
awaits at Backwater Café?
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A second day of slow 
delights
The rest of the day unfolded with 
equal intention. A floating breakfast in 
our private pool — idiyappam, papaya 
jam, coconut chutney, and fresh 
pineapple juice — was served with a 
side of giggles from the kids who 
insisted on “swimming for pancakes.”
Later came pickleball, which had my 
father unexpectedly competitive, 
and another decadent lunch at 
Backwater Café, this time featuring a 
full Kerala Sadhya, laid out on 
banana leaves. Each bite told a story: 
bitter gourd, ash gourd, mango 
pickle, parippu curry, coconut-avial 
the sweet-sour-spicy rhythm of a 
coastal feast.
That evening, we boarded a sunset 
cruise through the Valiyaparamba 
backwaters. Coconut trees leaned 
in from the banks, and egrets 
glided low. We sat in silence, 
everyone lost in their own 
thought or simply in the light.
Dinner was again al fresco—this 
time with grilled lamb, smoky 
paneer tikka, and wood-fired naan. 
Under fairy lights and banyan trees, 
the children fell asleep on their 
mother’s lap while we finished 
dessert and coffee.

Nature, nurture, 
nostalgia
Our third day began with a 

building sand castles, we watched the 
sky break open in blush and coral.
That night, under a waxing moon, we 
climbed aboard for moonlight 
rafting—a soft drift through the 
backwaters, lit only by lanterns and 
laughter. We ended the day with 
dinner at By the Bay, the seafood grill 
by the ocean. The prawns were sweet, 
the grill smoky, and the air thick with 
salt and serenity.

Wellness, woven deep
The next morning began with yoga 
at J Wellness Circle, and here’s 
where Taj Bekal surprised me 
again. This wasn’t yoga-as-tourism. 
It was real, rooted, and reverent. 
Our instructor led us through a 
gentle flow as birds chattered 
overhead and the river glistened in 
early light.
And then came my Abhisheka 
experience.

This is no ordinary spa ritual. It is 
spiritual in design and devotional in 
rhythm. Inspired by ancient Vedic 
cleansing practices, it began with a 
steam bath that coaxed out more 
than just physical toxins. Then came 
a pouring of warm seawater and 
panchamruta—a nectar blend 
infused with five sacred 
ingredients—gently cascading from 
a traditional urn.
The therapist’s hands moved like 
prayer, pressing sandalwood paste 
into my skin, massaging tired limbs, 
and tracing marma points with 
precision. At one point, a soft chant 
played in the background—invoking 
goddesses and calm. By the end, I 
felt not just pampered but purified.

bird-watching walk—kingfishers, 
drongos, and bee-eaters flitting 
across our path. The babies were 
surprisingly still, watching as our 
guide pointed out nests and 
whispered local legends.
Later, we ventured into 
Thonikadavu, a protected 
forested area where nature feels 
raw and untouched. We saw 
butterflies the size of palms and 
mango trees older than our 
guide’s grandfather. For lunch, we 
returned hungry and happy.
By late afternoon, we visited 
Bekal Fort—a red stone sentinel 
overlooking the sea—and a 
humble Goushala, where the 
children fed cows and asked 
curious questions. That evening 
was all fun: table tennis, PS5 
games, and a family board game 
battle over ladders and snakes.
Dinner that night was a private 
gazebo set-up near the 
backwaters. Lanterns flickered. A 
live flute played in the distance. 
The kids danced barefoot. And for 
the first time in a long time, all of 
us lingered—not because we had 
to, but because we wanted to.

Blessings in the breeze
Our final morning began, once 
again, with yoga. Then breakfast, 
rich and familiar: appams, stew, 
and cardamom-laced coffee. We 

visited the Malik Deenar Masjid, 
Madhur Temple, and 
Anandapuram Temple—a trio of 
sacred spaces, diverse and 
deeply rooted in the region’s soul.
The day ended with shuttle 
badminton on the court, laughter 
echoing between serves. And 
then, finally, check-out.
Only, it didn’t feel like we were 
checking out. It felt like we were 
gently being released—sent back 
into the world a little more whole.

The joy of being 
remembered
More than the postcard setting, 
more than the activities or even 
the unforgettable food, what Taj 
Bekal gave us was the comfort of 
being seen. Whether it was the 
server who remembered my 
sister’s almond milk request, the 
lifeguard who high-fived my 
nephew each morning, or the 
yoga teacher who told my mother, 
“Come again, ma—it was peaceful 
with you here”—it was a resort 
that made space for all of us.
We arrived as individuals with 
suitcases. We left as a family with 
a shared memory.
That, perhaps, is the highest form 
of hospitality. And Taj Bekal has 
mastered it.
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Curated comfort
with a conscience

In the heart of a city where heritage meets modern 
ambition, Novotel Ahmedabad stands as a symbol of 
hospitality that goes far beyond convenience. Here, 
comfort isn’t just designed—it’s felt. Each stay becomes 
a narrative of warm gestures, thoughtful service, and a 
sense of place that lingers long after checkout.
- Sudipta Saha

Novotel
Ahmedabad

Amit Sangwan



Rooted in the ‘Rhythm 
of the City’
From the moment guests walk 
through the doors, they’re 
welcomed not just into a hotel, but 
into a living reflection of 
Ahmedabad itself. The design, the 
experiences, and the service 
philosophy are all in sync with the 
city’s vibrant yet grounded spirit.
“What sets Novotel Ahmedabad 
apart is our unique blend of 
location, hospitality, and 
personalised experiences,” says 
Amit Sangwan, General Manager. 
He further states, “Every corner of 
the hotel reflects the soul of the 
city. We don’t just provide a place 
to stay—we offer a way to live 
Ahmedabad, in a way that feels 
authentic to each guest.”
Whether its business or leisure, the 
hotel adapts effortlessly to each 
guest’s pace. Business travellers 
enjoy state-of-the-art meeting 
rooms and seamless digital 
conveniences, while leisure guests 
can explore the city at their own 
rhythm using the hotel’s MyByk 
service—one of many thoughtful 
touches that set the tone.
A culinary language of care

Novotel Ahmedabad understands 
that food is never just food—its 
comfort, culture, and memory 
rolled into one. At The Square, the 
all-day dining restaurant, 
breakfast turns into a leisurely 
ritual, while lunch and dinner 
buffets present a celebration of 
global and local flavours.
Quick bites are elevated 
through Grab & Go, and coffee 
finds its finest expression at Café 
Deli~Tel, a favourite among 
guests looking for quiet 
moments between meetings or 
after long days of exploration.
“We believe dining is a key part of 
the guest experience. That’s why 
we’ve designed options that are 
not just varied, but also 
emotionally resonant—whether it’s 
a comforting coffee or an 
indulgent dinner,” shares Sangwan

Infini: Dining under the stars
The hotel’s latest culinary offering, 
Infini, is a space that captures 
imagination as much as appetite. 
Open from 7 PM to 2 AM, this 
women - driven, fully sustainable 
restaurant offers a European - 
inspired menu served in a setting 

that feels nothing short of magical.
“Infini is not just about food—it’s an 
experience. It reflects our values of 
sustainability, inclusion, and 
conscious luxury. It’s a space 
where you dine under the stars, 
and every dish has a story to tell,” 
Sangwan explains.
The ambiance invites connection. 
Whether its couples celebrating 
special moments, families bonding 
over dinner, or solo travellers 
seeking a soulful escape, Infini’s 
allure lies in its ability to transform 
meals into memories.

Consistency that feels 
personal
In a fast-moving hospitality 
landscape, Novotel Ahmedabad 
has found the delicate balance 
between innovation and 
consistency. Behind its polished 
service lies a philosophy of care 
that touches every part of the 
guest experience.
“We focus on anticipating needs, 
listening to feedback, and 
empowering our team. 
Consistency, for us, is about 
being deeply personal in 
everything we do — from a 
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smooth check-in to a genuine 
conversation,” says Sangwan.
Staff training, real-time guest 
feedback loops, and smart 
technology ensure every visitor 
is not only heard but 
remembered.

Comforts that go beyond 
the usual
What truly make Novotel 
Ahmedabad unforgettable are the 
little details that quietly say, ‘you 
matter’. The hotel is proudly 
pet-friendly, allowing guests to 
bring their furry companions along 
for the journey. Children can enjoy 
thoughtfully designed play areas, 
and long-stay guests benefit from 
in-room kitchenettes that bring a 
sense of home to their travels.
Sustainability isn’t a trend here — 
it’s a foundation. Energy-efficient 
systems and eco-conscious 
practices are seamlessly woven 
into the guest journey, allowing 
one to relax without compromising 
the planet.
In every gesture, there’s care. In 
every experience, there’s intention. 
Novotel Ahmedabad doesn’t just 
host—it connects. Because here, 
hospitality isn’t a service — it’s a 
feeling. And every guest is part of 
the story.



PASSPORT

India, with its captivating beauty and rich cultural heritage, offers travellers endless moments 
of wonder. From diverse landscapes to unique experiences, the country leaves a lasting 

impression on every visitor. The India Association of Tour Operators (IATO) is showcasing this 
vibrancy, with Chapter Chairmen driving innovative initiatives to boost inbound tourism.

- Sudipta Saha

IATO Chapter
Chairmen

Paving the road for tourism!

PU B LIC EYE
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India’s allure is woven from threads 
of vibrant culture, breathtaking 
landscapes, and the unmistakable 
warmth of its people. From ancient 
cities steeped in history to pristine 
natural wonders, the country offers 
a journey rich with discovery at 
every turn. Each destination tells 
its own story, each encounter 
leaves a lasting impression, and 
every moment reflects the nation’s 
timeless beauty. 
According to the Travel and Tourism 
Development Index (TTDI) 2024 
report published by the World 
Economic Forum (WEF), India is 
ranked 39th among 119 countries. In 
the previous index published in 
2021, India was ranked 38th. As per a 
report, India recorded 18.89 Million 
International Tourist Arrivals in 2023 
and Foreign Exchange Earnings 
(FEEs) through tourism during 2023 
surged to Rs. 231927 Crore. Several 
incredible projects were launched 
by the Ministry of Tourism to offer an 
incredible experience to the global 
travel and tourism industry. Here’s a 
glimpse into what IATO Chapter 
Chaimen have to say about inbound 
tourism and efforts to change the 
scenario of tourism.

Mr Mahendra Pratap Singh
Chairman IATO Madhya 
Pradesh & Chhattisgarh 
Chapter
Inbound Momentum: The 
tourist flow in the state of Madhya 
Pradesh has incredibly gone up 
as compared to previous year. 
Today, tourists are exploring the 
vivid colours of this magnificent 
state. From UNESCO World 
Heritage sites such as Khajuraho 
and Sanchi to the lush forests of 
Kanha and Bandhavgarh, it offers 
travellers a perfect blend of 

history, nature, and culture. As 
per a report in 2024, MP 
welcomed a record 13.41 crore 
visitors, representing a 19.6 per 
cent increase over 2023, a 50.6 
per cent rise compared to 2019, 
and an astonishing 526 per cent 
surge relative to 2020. It also 
stated that among these, foreign 
tourist arrivals totalled roughly 
1.67 lakh in 2024. 
Game-changing steps: The India 
Association of Tour Operators (IATO), 
in close collaboration with the state 
tourism department, is driving a 
series of strategic initiatives aimed 
at enhancing tourist inflow into 
Madhya Pradesh. As Chapter 
Chairman, my mission is to 
showcase the state’s unparalleled 
charm on every possible platform. I 
often say, “Dekho Apna Desh, Sabse 
Pehle Madhya Pradesh,” the phrase 
perfectly captures our vision to 
position MP at the forefront of 
domestic and inbound tourism.
In recent months, the department 
has been organising Regional 
Tourism Conclaves in multiple cities 
across the state, leading up to the 
grand Madhya Pradesh Tourism 
Mart. These conclaves serve a dual 
purpose: they educate and 
empower local tourism 
stakeholders, while also fostering 
collaboration within the industry. 
The upcoming Tourism Mart will act 
as a showcase of the state’s vast 
offerings, from its UNESCO World 
Heritage sites and wildlife reserves 
to its vibrant cultural heritage. 

Mr Manas Mukherjee
Chairman - Jharkhand 
Chapter
Inbound Momentum: Created in 
2000, Jharkhand is a land of 
natural wealth, rich forests, 

mineral reserves, and vibrant tribal 
traditions. Once hindered by 
Maoist unrest, the state has now 
entered a phase of renewed 
growth, with the Tourism 
Department actively driving visitor 
interest through targeted projects.
New attractions such as a Glass 
Bridge and Ropeway are in 
development, while the Jharkhand 
Tourism Development Corporation 
has partnered with Coalfields CCL 
to launch India’s first Mining 
Tourism experience. The 
hospitality industry is responding, 
with brands such as Taj, Radisson, 
ITC, Ramada, Lemon Tree, and 
Sarovar investing in the state. A 
dedicated land pool for tourism 
projects is also underway.
Key improvements, including 
professional tour guides, 
well-maintained transport, and a 
tourist helpline, are being 
addressed to enhance visitor 
experience. The state’s tourism 
themes range from pilgrimage and 
tribal heritage to eco-tourism, 
wildlife photography, and 
community-based homestays. 
Hidden gems like the Gaur 
Sanctuary at Mahuadanr, the only 
one of its kind in India, add to the 
state’s allure. With its cultural 
richness, scenic beauty, and 
expanding infrastructure, 
Jharkhand is positioning itself as 
an emerging tourism hotspot, 
offering travellers a blend of 
authenticity, adventure, and 
innovation.
Game-changing steps: When it 
comes to IATO membership, 
building numbers in my state 
remains a challenging task. 
Although membership is slowly 
increasing, much of this growth 
comes through personal influence 
rather than widespread interest. I 
believe it is essential for us to 
re-examine our approach and 
explore new ways to showcase the 
value of IATO, so that more 
stakeholders see it as a platform 
worth joining and engaging with.

Mr Sunil Singh Rana
Chairman - IATO 
Uttarakhand Chapter
Inbound Momentum: 
Uttarakhand’s tourism sector has 
seen exceptional growth over the 
past year, reinforcing its position as 

one of India’s premier destinations 
for pilgrimage, adventure, and 
nature-based travel. The state 
recorded 5.96 crore visitors in 
2023–24, a remarkable rise 
compared to previous years. Of 
these, 56 lakh pilgrims embarked on 
the revered Char Dham Yatra, 
underscoring the state’s spiritual 
pull. By the first half of 2025, more 
than 35 lakh pilgrims had already 
visited the sacred shrines.

The surge goes beyond religious 
tourism. Adventure hotspots, 
wildlife sanctuaries, and heritage 
landmarks across Uttarakhand have 
experienced robust footfall, helping 
the state build a more diverse and 
resilient tourism portfolio.
Game-changing steps: As 
Chairman of the IATO Uttarakhand 
Chapter, I have focused on 
empowering tour operators and 
fostering strong collaboration with 
the Uttarakhand Tourism 
Development Board (UTDB). 
Together, we introduced guide 
training programmes to enhance 
service quality and prepare for 
growing tourist inflows. 
Recognising that connectivity is 
vital, I have consistently advocated 
for better air links to key 
destinations.
In partnership with UTDB, we 
developed innovative products 
such as the Manaskhand Express, a 
10-night spiritual rail journey 
through Kumaon, and niche 
initiatives like the Nakshatra Sabha 
astro-tourism campaign. To boost 
community participation, we 
launched a homestay booking 
portal and offered subsidies under 
the Deendayal Upadhyay 
Homestay Scheme.
Marketing incentives for 
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international tour operators, 
particularly during events like the 
International Yoga Festival, have 
strengthened Uttarakhand’s global 
presence. These combined efforts 
are reviving inbound tourism and 
positioning the state as a 
destination where tradition, 
nature, and innovation meet.

Mr K. Ranga Reddy
Chairman IATO Andhra 
Pradesh & Telangana 
Chapter
Inbound Momentum: The last 
year has been a fantastic time for 
tourism in both Telangana and 
Andhra Pradesh. We've seen a 
noticeable buzz and a real 
increase in visitors, which is a 
great sign. People are 
discovering the unique blend of 
ancient history in Warangal and 
the bustling, modern vibe of 
Hyderabad. Down in Andhra 
Pradesh, the serene coastlines 
and Buddhist sites like Amaravati 
are really catching on. This 
positive trend isn't happening by 
accident; it's the result of close 
collaboration among everyone 
from the state tourism 
departments to the local tour 
guides. It's been incredibly 
rewarding to see our region get 
the recognition it deserves as a 
must-visit destination, offering 
travellers truly authentic and 
unforgettable experiences.
Game-changing steps: As the 
IATO Chapter Chairman, I've 
focused on a three-pronged 
approach to really get things 
moving. First, we've actively 
promoted the region through 
dynamic roadshows and 
participation in major travel 
expos, making sure our unique 

destinations stand out. Second, 
we've built stronger partnerships 
with government bodies and 
local businesses to create a more 
welcoming and seamless 
experience for tourists. This 
includes everything from better 
signage to improved visitor 
facilities. Finally, and perhaps 
most importantly, we’ve 
empowered our local operators 
and Guides. We've held practical 
workshops on digital marketing 
and promoted sustainable 
practices, giving them the tools 
they need to succeed in today's 
travel landscape. These efforts are 
all about building a sustainable 
and thriving tourism industry that 
benefits our communities and 
delights our visitors.

Mr Himanshu Agashiwala
Chairman - IATO Western 
Region
Inbound Momentum: 
Maharashtra’s tourism sector has 
shown growth; however, much of 
this is driven by NRI travellers and 
tourists transiting to southern 
states who make brief stops in 
Mumbai and other cities of 
Maharashtra. At present, the 
state’s Ministry of Tourism is quite 
active. Statistics show that in 
2023, 3.39 million foreign 
travellers arrived in Maharashtra, 
compared to 5.50 million in 2024. 
While the figures indicate growth, 
these numbers largely consist of 
NRIs and transiting passengers.
Game-changing steps: I have 
only recently taken over as IATO 
Chairman – Western Region, while 
Mr. Pravin Shah continues to serve 
as IATO Chairman, Maharashtra 
Chapter. Over the past two months, 
Maharashtra has undertaken 

several initiatives, including 
organising familiarisation (FAM) 
trips for select inbound agents 
from North India to Pandharpur 
and Kolhapur districts. The aim 
was to showcase the rich culture 
and heritage of Maharashtra.

Mr Debjit Dutta
Chairman – IATO West 
Bengal Chapter
Inbound Momentum: The 
temporary restrictions on tourist 
and medical visas from 
Bangladesh certainly created a 
sharp void in our inbound traffic, 
given the historic and cultural 
closeness we share. But what’s 
been remarkable is how this 
challenge has opened new doors. 
Travellers from Europe and 
ASEAN countries are not just 
visiting Bengal as a stop on their 
itinerary; they’re coming with the 
intent to experience much more. 
They’re walking with artisans 
through lanes lit by the spirit of 
Durga Puja, sharing a plate of 
panta bhaat in a village 
courtyard, and experiencing the 
mangroves of the Sundarbans. 
This isn’t simply tourism; it’s a 
slow, emotional journey where 
visitors are connecting 
heart-to-heart with our people 
and culture. That, in my view, is 
the kind of inbound momentum 
that is far more sustainable and 
rewarding for the state.
Game-changing steps: For 
West Bengal and Eastern India 
to truly thrive as tourism 
destinations, we need good 
infrastructure and vision-driven 
collaboration. Strengthening 
cross-border circuits, opening 
up lesser-known destinations, 
and building skills at the 
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grassroots level are not just 
policies; they are 
game-changing steps that can 
transform how the world 
experiences our region.
More initiatives are currently in 
the pipeline, along with plans to 
recruit 1,000 tour guides who 
will be officially approved and 
trained by the Maharashtra 
Tourism Department.





Singapore
2025:

we adapt those experiences to fit the 
emotional needs of our guests.”

This adaptability extends from 
world-class safety and ease of 
travel to the way experiences are 
curated across lifestyle, culture, 
and entertainment. And no 
destination within Singapore 
reflects this emotional dynamism 
better than Sentosa. Highlighting 
more about Sentosa Michael 
shares, “Sentosa isn’t just a resort 
island—it’s an ecosystem of 
meaningful leisure. For Indian 
travellers, it’s that one place where 
everyone starting from 
thrill-seekers to peace-lovers can 
find their own rhythm.”

Game changers and 
storytellers
Two of STB’s flagship programmes 
launched this year is aimed at 
creating emotional resonance - the 
Game Changers Studio and 60 
Insiders. Game Changers Studio 
invites India’s most influential 
minds, across travel, business, 
media, and culture to explore 
Singapore through tailored lenses. 
These are immersive journeys that 
spark stories and partnerships. 
Explaining more about the 
initiatives Markus shares, “We’re 
inviting those who influence travel 
decisions and culture. When a 
thought leader sees Singapore 

A journey rooted in friendship
In a world teeming with 
destinations eager for attention, 
Singapore stands apart for its 
efficiency, attractions, and rare 
ability to evolve with its audience. 
Ranked in top five globally in 
international tourism, the city-state 
is relevant for Indian market. This 
year, marking 60 years of 
India-Singapore diplomatic ties, is 
a celebration of shared history, and 
the start of a deeper, more emotive 
journey between the two nations.

Markus shares, “2025 is symbolic; 
it’s about commemorating a 
relationship that goes beyond 
policy and numbers. We’re weaving 
a narrative that reflects how 
Singapore lives in the hearts and 
memories of Indian travellers.”

Singapore’s evolving soul 
Today’s Indian traveller is more 
diverse than ever. From large families 
and multi-generational groups to 
solo adventurers and digital 
influencers, expectations have 
transformed. Singapore has taken 
the lead to reach the hearts of 
everyone. Speaking on the same 
Markus shares, “Whether it’s a 
mother-daughter getaway, a 
bachelor’s trip, or a solo woman 
traveller on a self-discovery path, 
Singapore offers a deeply personal 
experience. What sets us apart is how 

OFFS HOR E B INOCU L A RS

As Singapore rises to global tourism dominance, STB’s newest 
initiatives and immersive offerings aim to redefine how Indian 
travellers engage with the Lion City. Markus Tan, Regional Director 
(India, Middle East, South Asia and Africa), Singapore Tourism Board 
and Michael Ma, Assistant Chief Executive, Sentosa Development 
Corporation share their insights on the new offerings.

-Tripti Jain

Singapore
2025:
Revitalising
stories!

Markus Tan



and protected, making it a go-to for 
independent explorers.

MICE, memories, and more
Singapore’s transformation also 
extends into the business domain. 
Indian corporate travel is bouncing 
back fast, and STB’s push in the 
MICE sector is equally emotional as 
it is strategic. Markus shares, 
“Today’s corporate incentive 
travellers want meaningful 
encounters. We’re creating 
corporate experiences that also 
allow for bonding, learning, and 
rejuvenation.”

Sentosa has evolved into a 
playground for corporate 
imagination, hosting everything 
from leadership offsites to 
wellness-centric MICE events. 
Explaining more about the 
experiences Michael shares, “We 
see top executives ziplining 
before panel discussions, or 
meditating on the beach before a 
strategy session. That kind of 
integration makes Singapore 
unforgettable and deeply 
effective for business travellers.”

A timeless friendship
At the heart of all this innovation 
and evolution lies something 
more intangible: friendship. 
Singapore’s efforts in 2025 are 
celebrations of a 60-year-long 
partnership with India that 
continues to blossom in newer, 
more vibrant ways. Markus shares, 
“Our bond with India is emotional, 
historical, and forward-looking. 
The travellers coming in today are 
part of a shared cultural story 
we’ve been telling for decades.”

This shared story is about 
discovery, identity, and voice. 
It’s about Indians feeling at 
home in a city that mirrors their 
ambition and imagination. He 
adds, “Singapore has always 
been about contrasts and 
harmony. In 2025, we’re proud to 
say it’s also about kinship; with 
Indian travellers at the very 
heart of our story.”

A city that listens
As borders blur and cultures 
intermingle, Singapore is leading 
the charge in co-creating 
meaningful travel with purpose-led 
experiences. For the Indian market, 
it means access to a destination 
that listens, adapts, and always, 
always inspires. Markus concludes, 
“At the end of the day, it’s about 
Indian travellers feeling that 
Singapore has been built a part for 
them. Singapore 2025 is a 
movement. One where stories are 
shared, bonds are strengthened, 
and a new generation of Indian 
travellers find their second home in 
the Lion City.”

through a unique frame, be it 
sustainability, design, or innovation. 
They go back with a mission to 
share their story and experience 
with the world.”

Then comes the deeply creative 
and crowd-powered 60 Insiders 
initiative. From different regions 
and industries across India, these 
insiders are curated as cultural 
ambassadors. Through their own 
perspectives, be it via reels, blogs, 
or documentaries they become 
storytellers of modern Singapore. 
Furthermore Markus adds, “The 
idea is to offer 60 different 
perspectives on the same city. 
Their stories are raw, personal, and 
refreshingly real. They’re shaping 
how Singapore is seen, felt, and 
imagined in Indian minds.”

The online diaries of 
Singapore
In a world dominated by digital 
narratives, STB’s content strategy is 
designed to spark emotional 
curiosity before travellers even 
pack their bags. Each story shared 
by an Insider or Game Changer is 
part of a growing digital tapestry 
that’s reaching deep into India’s Tier 
II and Tier III cities. Markus shares 
his thoughts and explains, “We’re no 
longer relying solely on traditional 
media. We’re investing in short-form 
videos, live walkthroughs, 
bite-sized narratives, formats that 
mirror how Indians consume travel 
inspiration today.”

This means potential travellers 
don’t just read about Singapore, 
they feel it through shared 
moments: a chai-inspired cocktail 
at a rooftop bar, a midnight walk 
along East Coast Park, or a 
Bollywood dance class inside an 
art gallery. These digital 
touchpoints are often the first spark 
in a traveller’s decision journey.

Nightlife, culture and comfort
While Singapore's family-friendly 
appeal remains timeless, there’s a 
new energy coursing through its 
veins, particularly in its nightlife 
and after-dark culture. Indian 
millennials and Gen Z travellers are 
now seeking nightlife that’s not 
only safe but also eclectic and 
layered with local character. 
Sharing more about this Michael 
says, “You’ll find Indian travellers 
soaking in a jazz set in a Chinatown 
speakeasy, or dancing at a beach 
club in Sentosa after a food walk 
and the beauty is, they can do all 
this while feeling completely safe 
and culturally comfortable.”

Singapore's continued focus on 
urban wellness, nature integration, 
and inclusive public spaces 
ensures solo and first-time Indian 
travellers feel welcomed, oriented, 
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Domes, dreams, and 
discussions
The air was alive part history, part 
ambition as the city’s iconic onion 
domes and broad boulevards 
framed the stage for an event that 
was as forward-looking as it was 
unforgettable. The 6th OTOAI 
(Outbound Tour Operators 
Association of India) Convention, 
held on July 11, 2025, at The 
Carlton, was a living conversation 
about where travel is heading, 
fuelled by sharp minds, shared 
ideas, and the backdrop of one of 
the most magnificent capitals in 
the world.

Moscow was the 
perfect host
Moscow is a city that doesn’t 
whisper its story, it sings it. From 
the fairytale silhouette of St. Basil’s 
Cathedral to the formidable 

elegance of The Kremlin, every 
view felt like stepping into a 
postcard. Even the Metro stations 
looked like underground palaces, 
reminding us that beauty here is 
not confined to the surface.

During the welcome notes, 
Shravan Bhalla, the coonvention 
chairman said, “Moscow is a 
symbol of intelligent, modern 
hospitality.” And standing there, 
surrounded by a city that blends 
imperial history with cutting-edge 
efficiency, I couldn’t agree more. 
The choice of Moscow was not just 
about location, it was about 
making a statement: that the 
future of tourism belongs to cities 
that honour their past while 
embracing innovation.

Sessions that shaped 
the day
The energy inside the convention 
hall was electric. Each session was 
crafted to not just inform but to 
challenge. The ‘Connected Travel’ 
panel opened the floor, diving 
deep into the urgent need for 
speed, safety, and scale in travel 
services. Deven Parulekar of 
SaffronStays took us on a journey 

When I first stepped out into Moscow’s 
summer sun, I realised this convention was 
going to be more than just another 
industry gathering.

-Bharti Sharma

Where the future
of travel met
the soul of a city

Convent ion
6th

OTOAI



were right, Moscow leaves a mark. 
Not just on itineraries, but on the 
way we think about tourism.

The 6th OTOAI Convention was not 
simply a success. It was a blueprint 
for how our industry can marry 
heritage and innovation, ambition 
and authenticity. And for me, it was 
a reminder of why I love being part 
of this world, because in travel, as 
in life, the journey is always richer 
when you share it.

into the future, showing how 
technology and personalisation 
will shape the traveller’s tomorrow.
And then came the AI keynote by 
Dr. Prashant Pansare, easily one of 
the most talked-about moments of 
the day. His insights made AI feel 
less like a distant concept and 
more like an immediate tool, 
capable of unlocking new ways to 
understand travellers, predict 
trends, and create experiences 
that feel tailor-made.

A chorus of industry 
leaders
It wasn’t just the content; it was the 
people who made this convention 
extraordinary. The speaker line-up 
read like a who’s who of travel and 
tourism. Dev Karvat from Asego, 
Sharad Gowani from VFS Global, 
Irshad Dadan from One Above, and 
Ankush Nijhawan from TBO Tek 
brought not only expertise but an 
authenticity that connected 
instantly with the audience. These 
were not abstract speeches. They 
were roadmaps, grounded in 
reality, yet ambitious in scope.

More than a slogan
‘Fast Forward Future – The 
Intelligent Travel’ was the official 
theme, but by the end of the day, it 
felt like a collective mindset. 
Speed was about instant bookings 
and real-time updates. Safety 

meant compliance and trust. Scale 
was about building systems that 
can handle tomorrow’s volumes 
without losing today’s quality. And 
intelligence? That was the heart of 
it all- personalised, tech-led 
journeys for travellers who know 
exactly what they want and when 
they want it. One speaker put it 
perfectly: “The future of travel isn’t 
ten years away — it’s already 
knocking on the door.” Sitting there 
in that hall, I believed it.

Perfectly planned, 
beautifully executed
From the first handshake over 
morning coffee to the signing of 
the MOU between VFS Global and 
OTOAI, the day flowed with 
precision. The B2B sessions were 
purposeful, the Q&A’s were lively, 
and there was a sense of genuine 
connection in the air. Even in the 
busiest moments, it felt like the 
event had space, for ideas, for 
conversations, for the kind of 
networking that will spark 
collaborations months down the 
line.

A city, A convention, A 
lasting impression
As the final remarks echoed 
through the hall, I stepped outside 
to find Moscow bathed in golden 
evening light. The city seemed to 
mirror the mood of the convention: 
proud of its heritage, bold about its 
future. Chairman Shravan Bhalla 
and Mr. Evgeniy Kuzlov of the 
Moscow City Tourism Committee 
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The OTOAI Convention held in 
Moscow served as an excellent 
platform for meaningful 
dialogue, networking, and 
collaboration within the travel 
and tourism fraternity. The 
sessions were thoughtfully 
planned, addressing both 
opportunities and challenges 
faced by the Indian Travel 
Fraternity today. I particularly 
valued the exchange of 
innovative ideas and the 
chance to connect with 
industry stalwarts, who are 
equally passionate about 
driving positive change in our 
sector. Asego has always 
believed in the power of 
collective growth, and events 
like these play a pivotal role in 
bringing the industry together.

Dev Karvat,
Founder & CEO, Asego

Moscow and St. Petersburg 
were nothing short of 
magical—where timeless 
elegance meets unexpected 
charm. From the grandeur of 
Red Square to regal palaces, 
scenic canals, and a nightlife 
that sparkles till dawn, Russia 
had us enchanted at every turn. 
Grateful to the OTOAI team for 
their flawless planning and 
heartfelt dedication. This 
convention was more than just 
an event—it was a perfect blend 
of unforgettable experiences 
and meaningful business 
connections, paving the way for 
many more travellers to 
discover the wonders of Russia.

Alpa Jani,
Founder, Ace Connect 

Russia was an unforgettable 
destination and this convention 
was so well organised and 
curated .We had the best 6 days 
spent in this beautiful country 
and looking forward to selling 
the destination to our clients 
soon and this couldn’t have 
happened without we being a 
apart of OTOAI convention. 

Abhineesh Anand,
Director, Kamal Tours and Travels 

“

“

“

“

It was a great convention. The 
participants were young and 
energetic, and the host committee, 
along with the EC, truly behaved like 
gracious host… every small need was 
taken care of. Each dinner and event 
felt unique and different from the 
last, creating a constant flow of 
excitement and anticipation.

Komal Seth,
Director, Linkin Reps 
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Representing
 Luxury I Boutique I Wildlife

Madhya Pradesh  
Jamtara Wilderness Camp, Pench
Kanha Jungle Lodge 
Bandhavgarh Jungle Lodge 

Kerala
Vythiri Resort, Wayanad 
Vayal Veedu, Muthanga (Wayanad) 
Reen Resort Aanavilasam, Thekkady
 Somatheeram Ayurveda Group 
Mountain Club, Munnar

Rajasthan
Fort Rajwada, Jaisalmer

Ladakh 
Ladakh Sarai, Leh 
Tara Mountain Sarai   
Zang’ser Sarai, Zanskar

Karnataka 
Kaav Safari Lodge, Kabini 

Assam
Kathoni, Kaziranga

Maharashtra
AsmiVilla, Tadoba

Email ID:
medhavi@kalaava.com

Call Us:
+91-9810950312



HOTELLIGENCE

In a world where travel has become more than ticking off destinations, a new kind of 
luxury is taking centre stage, one that offers deep connection, mindful experiences, 

and meaningful time. Ali Solih, Director, Sales & Marketing, Kuda Villingili Resort 
Maldives shares his vision.

- Tripti Jain

   Kuda
Villingili

Redefining time        and space

Ali Solih



Nestled in the North Malé Atoll, 
Kuda Villingili Resort Maldives 
embodies this shift with an ethos 
that’s as poetic as it is purposeful. 
At Kuda Villingili, they create a 
state of being which allows their 
guests to slow down and 
rediscover what truly matters. 

Luxury with soul
Forget marble bathtubs and butler 
bells, at Kuda Villingili, luxury begins 
with intention. Set amidst turquoise 
lagoons and fringed with 
powder-white sands, the resort 
offers 75 villas, including 36 
overwater sanctuaries that float like 
dreams above the Indian Ocean. 
famous for its service the property is 
charming and extravagant. 
Speaking more about this Ali shares, 
“We combine the timeless charm of 
Maldivian hospitality with a modern 
spirit of mindfulness. Every detail 
here is thoughtfully designed to 
nurture connection—whether it’s 
with nature, loved ones, or oneself.”

A market with heart
The Indian market has become one of 
the strongest pillars in Kuda Villingili’s 
growth story, and it’s about the 
nuances. “From honeymooners and 
big-fat family vacations to solo 
retreats and wellness-focused 
escapes, the diversity is incredible. 
The resort has been quick to adapt, 
offering vegetarian and Jain dining 
options, culturally aware service, 
private celebration packages, and 
even curated itineraries for Indian 
guests celebrating anniversaries, 
weddings, or milestone birthdays,” 
shares Ali. 

Waves, wellness, and wow 
moments
Beyond the scenic perfection lies a 
world of experiences curated with 
purpose. Kuda Villingili is a place 
to lounge and a destination to 
live. Explaining more Ali adds, 
“We’ve gone beyond the beach. 
Surfing at Chickens Break, 
wellness rituals in our oceanfront 
spa, or culinary journeys through 11 

global cuisines, every moment is 
curated to inspire. 
The resort is home to the Maldives’ 
largest pool at 150 metres, winding 
through tropical palms and chic 
cabanas. Guests can dine on Nikkei 
flavours at Mar-Umi, relax in a cigar 
lounge paired with rare wines, or 
rejuvenate in eight overwater spa 
villas that seem to float on serenity.

Standing out, staying ahead
In a region as competitive as the 
Maldives, uniqueness is currency. 
For Kuda Villingili, standing out 
comes from within, through values, 
not vanity. Ali says, “Anyone can 
build a beautiful resort. What sets us 
apart is how we make people feel. 
That emotional connection is what 
keeps guests coming back and 
telling their friends. Instead of 
relying solely on architecture or 
luxury taglines, the resort invests in 
community - driven programming, 
wellness workshops, kids’ activities, 
and immersive cultural moments 
that allow guests to experience 
authentic Maldivian life.”

The agent advantage
While technology has changed the 
travel booking landscape, Kuda 
Villingili continues to place strong 
emphasis on one of its most trusted 
allies: travel agents. Talking more 
about the agents Ali shares, “Indian 
travel agents are storytellers and 
trusted advisors. Their word carries 
weight, especially in a 
relationship-driven market like 
India. The resort conducts regular 
FAM trips, webinars, and roadshows 
to educate, engage, and empower 
agents to confidently pitch Kuda 
Villingili as a bespoke luxury 
experience. They help us 
personalise our product better. Their 
feedback is invaluable, and we 
make sure to listen.”

Marketing that feels 
personal
Kuda Villingili’s marketing strategy 
for India is rooted in storytelling, 
segmentation, and soul. Instead of 

blanket messaging, the resort 
adopts a tailored approach. Ali 
shares, “We focus on segments such 
as honeymooners, wellness 
travellers, families, and corporates 
to create narratives that speak their 
language. From collaborations with 
Indian influencers to custom 
content for platforms such as 
Instagram and YouTube, the resort 
ensures its brand isn’t just seen—it’s 
felt. Travel shows, luxury wedding 
platforms, and destination branding 
are also part of the mix. It’s about 
relevance. We want to show Indian 
travellers how Kuda Villingili fits 
beautifully into their stories.”

Not just a stay
Perhaps what makes Kuda Villingili 
so special is its philosophy, a 
mindful pause in a rushed world. 
Here, every moment is an invitation 
to reconnect with loved ones, with 
the ocean, and with oneself. Ali 
explains, “When we say ‘redefining 
time and space,’ we mean it. Our 
guests leave feeling recharged, 
refocused, and reconnected. The 
resort has become popular not just 
for leisure travel, but for micro 
weddings, incentive groups, surf 
retreats, and wellness 
immersions—all tied together by 
the resort’s signature mix of 
warmth and wonder.
A journey to the heart
As the luxury hospitality landscape 
continues to evolve, Kuda Villingili 
stands as a testament to what 
today’s travellers truly seek: 
meaning, mindfulness, and magic. 
“The future of travel is emotional. 
It’s about how places make us feel. 
And at Kuda Villingili, we want 
every guest to feel deeply cared 
for, understood, and inspired. For 
Indian travel professionals and 
guests alike, Kuda Villingili is a 
resonant journey into luxury with 
soul,” Ali concludes.

HOTELLIGENCE

Shushant Tiwari, Sales 
Manager, Kuda Villingili 
Resort Maldives

The Maldives has become a 
preferred short-haul 
destination for Indian 
travellers, with easy flight 
connectivity, visa-on-arrival 
access, and the allure of 
private island luxury. At 
Kuda Villingili, we are 
seeing strong demand from 
India, especially during 
festivals and school holidays, 
with families, couples, and 
wedding groups choosing 
our resort for its exclusivity 
and personalised 
experiences. What stands out 
is the shift in trends, 
Indians are increasingly 
opting for destination 
weddings, multi-generational 
stays, and wellness-driven 
getaways, making this market 
one of the most dynamic and 
valuable for us.
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Linz
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Languorously

Nestling on the banks of the Danube, smack in the 
heart of Europe, the pulsating Upper Austrian 
provincial capital, Linz, offers an experience that’s an 
amalgam of cultural, modern, traditional lifestyles.

-Inder Raj Ahluwalia
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From the Main Square, Linz 
unfolds its attractions. Driven by 
the urge to see and savour as 
much as I could in the city, I 
decided to see as many of the 
city’s architectural charms as I 
possibly could. The regal looking, 
hill-perched Pilgrimage Church is 
a rare treat, as is Neuer Dom-the 
New Cathedral, Austria’s biggest 
church. But my favourite is Alter 
Dom-the Old Cathedral, where 
Anton Bruckner worked as an 
organist. By a stroke of good 
fortune, I deviated from the fixed 
programme and took time out for 
the Botanical Gardens which 
turned out to be a treat, what with 
its orchids, rosarium, one of 
Europe’s biggest cacti collections, 
and loads of fresh air.

were exuberant, typifying local 
affluence. Our walk took us past 
historical buildings and idyllic 
alleys, sporting a distinct charm. 
And as for the Altstadt -the old 
city-it’s a world by itself, 
contrasting sharply with the 
town’s newer section.

Culture runs deep in Austria, and Linz 
backs this up to the hilt. That the 
town’s cultural roots run deep is seen 
from the packed calendar of events. 
June through September features 
elaborate theatre performances, 
concerts, and open-air events 
enlivening the squares of the inner 
city, the Danube Park, or the 
historical arcade courtyards. The 
stage above the town’s roofs, the 
cultural programme of the 
Rostengarten (rose garden) at 
the Linz Postlingberg comprises 
concerts and comedies as well 
as theatre performances. There 
are also Easter concerts in 
churches, and classical concerts at 
the Brucknerhaus.
  
At the top of the pyramid is 
Urfahraner Markt, Austria’s largest 
and oldest fair, which features the 
work of painters as well as artists 

The wind had come all the way 
from the ‘far north’. A wall of pain 
that just wouldn’t go away! And 
yet there we were, braving the 
elements with nothing on but a 
jacket and a spirit for adventure. 
Not surprisingly, the baroque 
Main Square didn’t wear its usual 
busy look that morning. Among 
Europe’s largest medieval 
squares, this is where they gather 
for special occasions, like the 
Christmas Market, for instance. 
But right now, we had the place 
pretty much to ourselves. The 
chill had driven all but the most 
daring and desperate away.

But the elements and solitude 
apart, the square- its large 
courtyard flanked by stately old 
buildings-was supremely 
impressive. And the cup of 
scalding tomato soup someone 
had placed in my hand, helped. 

If the Main Square was less lively 
than usual, the shopping streets 
around sported their usual hustle 
and bustle. Assorted temptations 
stared out of shop windows as we 
ambled along. No less lively were 
the bars and pubs. In fact they 

of glass, pottery and jewellery. 
And there’s Pflasterspsktakel - the 
‘streets artist festival’ in July, 
which uses the whole inner city as 
a stage, transforming it into a ‘hot 
pavement’ for some 200,000 
revellers. Six hundred artists from 
thirty countries ensure rich 
entertainment. Pantomimes from 
Argentina and comedy-ballet 
from England, are featured 
alongside jugglers and clowns 
from Germany.

If you like your wine, head for the 
old quarter of the inner city, where 
end-August features scores of 
winegrowers offering the best of 
produce of Austrian vineyards. 
September features the Ars 
Electronica Festival with events 
and symposiums that show the 
latest trends and developments in 
the field of digital media art. This 
is when the computer world looks 
at Linz. September also sees the 
‘clouds of sounds’ move over the 
Danube Park, featuring 
multimedia compositions of 
visual and acoustic effects. 
Activity and bonhomie take over 
later in the ear, at the Christmas 
market held in the Main Square.

TR AVEL THER A PY
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Linzer Torte, the town’s sweetest 
ambassador. Have it any way you 
like, but don’t forget that strong, 
aromatic coffee they serve at a host 
of riverside cafes. 

If walking around the town had 
been rewarding, there was a 
further bonus in the form of the 
Dabube river cruise that provided 
the best view of the town. It was 
cold and windy but, being the 
good sport that I am, I didn’t mind 
it one bit I sailed past grand 
buildings that collectively form a 
huge and impressive façade of 
symmetry and grace. 

Other ways to get a lasting city 
impression are by taking a ride on 
the bright yellow Linz City 
Express, or riding the carriages of 
the Postlingbergbahn, Europe’s 
steepest adhesion railway 
(established in 1898) onto the 
Postlingberg. 

The Austrian penchant for 
organization makes it all fairly 
easy to do. It’s pleasant and 
smooth, and is part of the 
languorous Linz experience.

The city is museum-rich and it’s 
worth short-listing Landesmuseum 
Biologiezentrum - museum of 
natural sciences; Landesmuseum – 
castle museum; Nordico – municipal 
museum; and Linz Genesis – 
museum of local history. There are 
also Landesgalerie – provincial 
museum Francisco Carolinum; 
Adalbert-Stifter-Institut – gallery 
and museum; the O.K. Centre of 
Contemporary Art, and the Ars 
Electronica Centre.

Take it easy. Amble along the 
Donauradweg, the popular cycle 
track along the river. If feeling 
energetic, try the wakeboard next 
to the Brucknerhaus. If feeling 
lucky, venture into Casino Linz, 
which has it all for gamers daily 
from 3 p.m. You lose nothing by 
trying your luck.

If the Ars Electronica Centre 
proclaims its modern and futuristic 
attractions, the Altstadt unfolds its 
history with quiet grace, and the 
Design Centre welcomes 
convention delegates. But perhaps 
the most pleasant of all local 
attractions is the world-renowned 

Fact File

• Linz is a couple of hours by train from Vienna. 

• The downtown area is a mere five minutes by car 
from the rail station. The Old City is best explored on 
foot.

• Local accommodation comprises a wide range that 
includes deluxe, standard and budget hotels.   

• From traditional ‘Upper Austrian’ to international 
preparations, there’s cuisine for all tastes. 

• The high season is from April through October, but 
the winters, though cold, are also very enjoyable in 
the region. Just don’t forget your jacket, gloves and 
comfortable walking shoes.

Inder Raj Ahluwalia is 
a world - renowned 
international travel journalist 
& author. His professional 
profile features awards from 
several European and Asian 
countries, among others.

About the author
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Marriott’s magic for Indian travellers
From sound healing at The 
Ritz-Carlton to garden-fresh 
pizzas at JW Marriott, Marriott 
offers luxury and is famous for 
crafting soulful, personal 
experiences. Peter shares, “India 
is a key source market for us in 
the Maldives. All our brands 
present in the Maldives are also 
known in India, which creates a 
natural connection. That trust 
means Indian travellers often 
choose Marriott properties 
instinctively, already confident in 
what awaits them.”
With most stays lasting just three 
or four nights, proximity matters. 
Resorts such as Sheraton, 
Ritz-Carlton, and the new JW 
Marriott Kaafu, each accessible by 
speedboat or yacht are especially 
popular. India consistently ranks 
among Marriott Maldives’ top 
markets, with demand continuing 
to climb.

JW, W & what’s next
The JW Marriott Kaafu Atoll, 
opened in January, is quickly 
becoming a favourite. Just 15 
minutes from the airport, it 
blends convenience with the 
comfort of a trusted brand. 
Meanwhile, the W Maldives has 
returned after an 11-month 
transformation. “Everything’s 
been redone from tiles, pools, 
cables, you name it. Guests will 
feel the same energy, but now 
with an elevated touch. The 
buzz is also building around 
Bulgari Maldives, scheduled for 
2026. With 54 villas, it will mark 
Marriott’s next ultra-luxury jewel 
in the region,” Peter says.

Beyond honeymoons
Once known as a honeymooner’s 
paradise, the Maldives is now 
drawing multigenerational Indian 
travellers. Peter shares, “We’re 
seeing families, parents, kids, 
grandparents, preferring two-, 

three-, even four-bedroom villas. 
It’s about keeping everyone 
together, in one big ‘home.’ 
Birthdays, anniversaries, and 
reunions are replacing the old 
honeymoon-only image, making 
resorts like JW, St. Regis, and La 
Méridien especially popular.”

A taste of home
Food often defines the Indian 
holiday experience, and Marriott 
understands this better than 
most. “About 25–30 per cent of 
our chefs across properties are 
from India. So when we host an 
Indian night or a buffet, it’s 
authentic,” Peter says. Guests 
often bond with chefs over family 

HOTELLIGENCE

For Indian travellers, that magic of Maldives is being reimagined by Marriott’s rich portfolio of resorts across the archipelago. 
Peter Foreman, Senior Director, Sales & Distribution, Singapore and the Maldives share his vision about the market.

-Tripti Jain

recipes, making dining both 
comforting and personal.
Sustainability plays a role too. La 
Méridien boasts one of the 
largest greenhouses in the 
country, harvesting over 50 kilos 
of fresh produce daily. At JW 
Marriott, children pick basil and 
tomatoes before rolling their own 
pizzas, an experience that blends 
fun with flavour.

Wellness & wonder
Experiences at Marriott’s 
resorts go beyond indulgence, 
they touch the soul. Peter 
shares, “At The Ritz-Carlton, I 
recently did a 15-minute sound 
healing session before dinner. 

It completely shifted my 
energy. Guests leave with a 
crystal and a personalised 
playlist, carrying the 
experience home. For Indian 
travellers, sunrise yoga, sound 
baths, and spiritual therapies are 
increasingly sought after; proof 
that wellness is becoming as 
essential as luxury pools or spas.”

Tier II takeoff
Behind Marriott’s success is its 
strong network of Indian travel 
agents. “In the Maldives, where 
choices can be confusing — 
speedboat or seaplane? beach 
villa or overwater? Agents are 
vital,” says Peter. Marriott also 
engages actively in Indian 
roadshows and exhibitions, 
tailoring packages to local needs. 
And demand is no longer limited 
to metros. “With more flights 
from cities like Kochi and 
Bangalore, plus visa-free access, 
tier-two markets are becoming 
power players. With 42 direct 
flights a week, the Maldives is 
now as accessible as a weekend 
escape, he adds. 

A home away from home
For Foreman, Marriott’s role is 
clear: to make Indian travellers 
feel at home in paradise. 
“Indian travellers already know 
and love our brands. Now, 
they’re experiencing them in 
one of the world’s most 
beautiful destinations.”
Whether it’s a multigenerational 
sunset, a garden pizza, or a 
sound bath under Maldivian 
skies, Marriott is making the 
Maldives more than a 
destination, it’s becoming a 
second home for Indian hearts. 
“It’s not just about where you 
stay, but how you feel. And with 
our roots in India, we’re here to 
make every Maldivian memory 
unforgettable,” concludes Peter.  
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THE ISLAND LIFE TRAVEL STORY

Founded in 2019, the company 
recently celebrated its sixth 
anniversary in August 2025. In a 
candid conversation with, we 
explored the brand’s journey, its 
vision, market trends, and what’s 
next for one of the most 
prominent names in the Maldives 
travel space.
“When we started, we were just 
three people with a single office. 
Today, we’re over 25 people 
spread across five global offices. 
It hasn’t been easy, but our focus 
on both volume and the 
destination has kept us 
grounded. People often advise us 
to expand into new destinations, 
and while we might do that soon, 
the Maldives will always be our 
priority,” shares Puneet. 

What sets them apart
Island Life Travel is not just 
another DMC; it’s the only 
destination-specific wholesaler for 
the Maldives across India. Sanket 
explains, “Every team member has 
visited the Maldives at least once, 
which gives us the extra edge 
when advising clients. We don’t 

just sell packages; we train our 
partners on what to sell and how to 
position our preferred products. 
Our strong relationships with 
hotels also play a huge role in 
ensuring competitive deals and 
unique experiences.”

Indian travel trends for
the Maldives
The last year brought its 
challenges. “2024 was the lowest 
year we’ve seen because of the 
political situation. But 2025 is 
already showing a strong recovery. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
recent visit to the Maldives has 
brought both nations closer, and 
we expect the numbers to be close 
to 2023 levels,” shares Puneet. 

Maldives is for everyone
While the Maldives is often 
perceived as a luxury market, 
Island Life Travel’s numbers tell a 
different story. “About 65 per cent 
of the market share comes from 
the mass segment, brands like 
Centara, Sun Siyam, Adaaran, 
Atmosphere, and Villa Resorts. We 
make sure clients have a wide 

PU B LIC EYE

In the world of destination management, Island Life Travel has carved out a niche as a Maldives specialist with 
unmatched on-ground insight. Puneet Gera and Sanket Mishra, Associate Directors and Heads of Sales share why staying 

loyal to one destination has been their biggest strength.
-Naina Nath

range of options and keep 
introducing new properties. At the 
same time, luxury is growing, 
whether it’s FITs or full island 
buyouts, we’ve seen increased 
movement in the high-end space,” 
explains Sanket. 

Operations across borders
With operations spanning 
across India, the Maldives, 
Malaysia, and Dubai, efficiency is 
key. Puneet says, “We’ve kept 
our operations centralised at 
our Delhi office. Of course, there 
are challenges, especially when 
it comes to educating new 
markets. But we’ve seen strong 
growth from Southeast Asia by 
investing in personal visits, 
training our teams, and 
supporting travel agents. With 
the knowledge-driven team we 
have now, operational hurdles 
are minimal.”

What’s next?
Island Life Travel is gearing up for 
some big announcements. Sanket 
shares, “We’re working on adding 
new island destinations to our 

portfolio. But we won’t go live until 
we’re fully confident in the 
product. We also have some very 
big events lined up for this season, 
and we’ll be sharing details with 
the trade very soon.”

Advice for travel partners
Both Puneet and Sanket agree 
that Indian travel agents can do 
more to broaden the Maldives 
market. They add, “Explore, go 
beyond the typical honeymoon 
pitch, look at new products, new 
properties, and even city islands. 
The Maldives has huge potential 
for experience-driven markets, 
not just couples. Some B2C 
companies are already focusing 
on specific niches such as 
budget, luxury, or couple travel. 
Focused selling always helps you 
target the right audience.”
From a niche specialist to a global 
player, Island Life Travel has 
proved that staying loyal to one 
destination can be a winning 
formula. And as the company 
prepares to expand its portfolio 
while keeping the Maldives at its 
heart, its journey has just begun.

Puneet GeraSanket Mishra
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MAYFAIR SPRING VALLEY

A retreat in the hills
With 260 luxurious rooms, suites, 
cottages and villas, the resort is 
designed to offer a stay that is both 
indulgent and soulful. Here, nature 
and comfort blend seamlessly, 
giving travellers a chance to slow 
down, breathe easy, and discover 
the quiet magic of Assam.

Luxury in every detail
Life at MAYFAIR Spring Valley is 
about embracing leisure in its finest 
form. Guests can take their pick 
from multiple swimming pools, 
each inviting in its own 
way—whether for a refreshing 
morning swim or a lazy afternoon 
float under the sun. The 
award-winning spa, known for its 
expert therapies and calming 

ambience, offers a restorative 
sanctuary where modern wellness 
meets traditional practices. Families 
are equally cared for with a vibrant 
hi-tech kids’ zone that ensures 
children are entertained and 
engaged while parents unwind.

Flavours to savour
Dining at the resort is an experience 
in itself, with Bay Leaf, the signature 
restaurant, bringing together a rich 
tapestry of flavours. From authentic 
Assamese delicacies to global 
favourites, each dish is prepared 
with flair and finesse. Whether it’s a 
hearty breakfast with sweeping 
views of the hills or a romantic 
dinner under starlit skies, Bay Leaf 
ensures every meal becomes a 
memorable occasion.

A DVER T

Set amidst the rolling hills and emerald tea gardens of Guwahati, MAYFAIR 
Spring Valley stands as a serene escape in the heart of North East India.

Leisure paradise

A gateway to adventure
While the resort is a destination in 
itself, its location also makes it the 
perfect starting point to explore 
Assam’s treasures. A short drive 
leads to Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary, 
famed for its population of 
one-horned rhinoceroses. The 
sacred Kamakhya Temple, one of 
India’s most revered Shakti Peeths, 
lies just an hour away. A scenic 
journey of ninety minutes takes 
travellers to Shillong, the 
enchanting ‘Scotland of the East,’ 
while Kaziranga National Park, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site 
celebrated for its wildlife, can be 
reached in three hours.

The soul of the north east
MAYFAIR Spring Valley is more than 

a resort—it is an experience woven 
into the landscapes of Assam. 
Mornings begin with the songs of 
birds, afternoons are filled with the 
aroma of fresh tea, and evenings 
close with skies painted in stars. Every 
corner of the property is designed to 
draw guests closer to nature while 
surrounding them with comfort.

A story to take home
In every sense, MAYFAIR Spring 
Valley is a destination where 
leisure takes on a deeper meaning. 
Whether you come seeking peace, 
wellness, family fun, or the thrill 
of exploration, the resort offers it 
all with grace and warmth. It is 
not merely a stay, but a story 
waiting to be lived — and 
remembered long after.
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This year, the city is experiencing the 
celebration from 24th July to 7th 
October 2025. The region comes alive 
with centuries-old traditions, tribal 
rituals, grand processions, and 
community celebrations, making it one 
of the longest and most unique festivals 
in the world. Different from the Dussehra 
celebrated across India, Bastar’s 
celebration is dedicated to Goddess 
Danteshwari, the presiding deity of 
Bastar, and symbolises the cultural unity 
of its tribes.

The spirit begins 
The festivities started on 24th July with 
Paat Jatra Puja, a ceremonial worship 
marking the preparation for the grand 
season. By 5th September, the Derri 
Gadai ritual will add a rustic charm, 
performed at Sirhasar Bhavan. Travellers 
visiting during this early phase can 
explore Jagdalpur’s bustling markets, 
taste local delicacies such as chapura 
(red ant chutney) and mahua-based 
sweets, and witness local artisans 

beginning to prepare traditional 
ornaments and attire for the grand 
season.

A festival in full bloom 
The pace picks up from 21st September 
with Kaachangnadi Puja at Mangraam 
Chowk, where locals gather in vibrant 
attire. The following days see Kachan 
Sthaapna, Jogi Bithai, and the start of 
Navratri Puja Vidhaan on 24th 
September. One of the biggest highlights 
is the Rath Parikrama Puja, a majestic 
chariot procession through Sirhasar 
Bhavan to Gol Bazar. With music, chants, 
tribal drumming, and people dancing 
their hearts out, it is a delight for the 
travellers. Photography enthusiasts will 
find this period visually rich, with tribal 
jewellery, vivid textiles, and decorated 
chariots making for postcard-perfect 
frames.

The peak festivities
By 29th September, Bail Puja (worship of 
the bull) in rural areas connects visitors 

to Bastar’s agrarian roots. On 30th 
September, Mahaarti at the Danteshwari 
Temple is followed by Nisha Jatra which 
is a night-time ritual in the heart of 
Jagdalpur. The spiritual pulse can be felt 
durimg the Kunwari Puja on 1st October, 
celebrating the divine feminine energy. 
The same day, the symbolic Jogi Uthhai 
ceremony and Mavli Parghav ritual bring 
tribal elders together in colourful attire, 
holding traditional weapons and insignia. 
Travellers during this period should take 
a trip Chitrakote Falls which is just a short 
drive from Jagdalpur. The monsoon 
season and the festive lights together 
make the experience worth witnessing. 

The royal procession 
The early days of October see Bheetar 
Reni and Bahar Reni Pujas, with the 
Bahar Reni Pujas taking place in the royal 
premises. Travellers can see the 
Maharaja of Bastar’s ceremonial 
participation, a living link between 
history and the present. The streets light 
up with folk dances such as Gaur, 

When most of India celebrates Dussehra as a victory of good over evil in ten days, 
Bastar in Chhattisgarh transforms it into an extraordinary 75-day celebration.

Bastar Dussehra
 75-day cultural odyssey
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Dandami Maria, and Muria, 
performed by tribes who travel from 
far-off villages. Each performance is 
a storytelling tradition passed down 
for generations.

The grand farewell 
The final days are deeply symbolic. 
On 5th October, the Kachin Jatra 
(Gangamunda Jatra) sees deities 
from different villages brought 
together with people in high 
spirits.The festival concludes on 7th 
October with the Mavli Maati Vidhaan 
which is a ritual where the soil from 
the deity’s feet is ceremonially 
returned to its origin, signifying the 
end of the celebration cycle and the 
promise of its return next year. This is 
an important moment to witness as 

the joy of festivities merging with the 
grace of farewells leaves you 
wondering about a number of things 
around you. 

Bastar and its charm
To witness Bastar Dussehra is to step 
into a world where time slows down, 
traditions breathe, and communities 
unite under the gaze of Goddess 
Danteshwari. From the ring of temple 
bells at dawn to the rhythmic 
drumbeats under a starlit sky, every 
moment is a story waiting to be told. 
For travellers seeking a chance to 
feel the light of a land and its people, 
Bastar Dussehra 2025 is a journey 
into the soul of Chhattisgarh.

• Base Location: Stay in Jagdalpur, the cultural 
hub, well connected by road from Raipur and 
Visakhapatnam.

• Best Time to Visit: For peak action, plan your 
trip between 24th September and 5th October.

• Local Cuisine to Try: Mahua laddoos, rice 
beer, bastar chicken, bamboo shoot curry.

• Shopping: Pick up bastar bell metal craft, 
tribal jewellery, and handwoven kosa silk.

• Cultural Tip: Be respectful of rituals. 
Photography is usually allowed, but always 
ask permission. 

Toll free number  - 1800 102 6415
Website  - chhattisgarhtourism.cg.gov.in

Traveller’s guide 
to experience Bastar Dussehra 
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The resorts are a sanctuary of 
peace and luxury offering an 
unparallel experience away from 
the hustle and bustle of urban life. 
Surrounded by lush forests and 
break taking landscapes, we 
provide our guests with perfect 
blend of comfort and adventure. 

Guided by their ethos of ‘SEWAA’ 
– Service, Experience, Wildlife, 
Art, and Adventure – the team of 
Tathastu Resorts ensure an 
unforgettable stay at India's most 
Iconic Tiger Reserves at Pench, 
Tadoba, Kanha, Bandhavgarh, and 
Satpura.  At Tathastu, their 
eco-conscious luxury design 
ensures both comfort and 
sustainability, bringing you close 
to the wonders of the jungle.

Ensuring ‘Something for Everyone’, 
there will never be a dull moment 
at Tathastu. Luxurious 
Accommodations like Cave Rooms, 
Tree Houses, Mongolian Yurts, 
Tents, Villas, Machans & Cottages, 
you have plethora to choose from 

at various locations. Thrilling 
Jungle Safaris with experienced 
in-house Naturalists, Guided 
Nature Walks, Exciting Activities, 
Rejuvenating Spa Treatments, and 
Curated Dining Experiences. 

Tathastu Pench at Pench Tiger 
Reserve, is a 61-room resort and 
at just a 90-minute drive from 
Nagpur ensures smooth 
connectivity to all major cities of 
India. An in-house Spa & 
Wellness Centre, a 
temperature-controlled Indoor 
Swimming Pool, an Art Centre 
and a range of indoor and 
outdoor activities, await. It is 
ideal for you next Reunion, 
Corporate MICE Event, or even 
an intimate wedding, in addition 
to the jungle enthusiasts 
looking for a vacation. 

Tathastu Kanha at the famous 
Kanha National Park, near the 
Mukki Gate is a 20-room property 
offering serenity & wilderness with 
dense plantation within the resort. 

A DVER T

Nestled in the heart of the 
Jungles of Central India, 
Tathastu Resorts is a Chain of 
Experiential Wildlife Resorts.

It is accessible through Nagpur, 
Jabalpur & Raipur via Air. 
Tathastu Tadoba popular for its 
frequent Tiger Sighting is just 500 
meters from the Moharli Gate of the 
Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve. This 
beautiful resort has 31 Rooms and 
with a multi cuisine restaurant, bar, 
indoor heated swimming pool, 
activity centre, multi-purpose hall 
and lawns for recreation and events. 
With Multiple Jungle Safari gates in 
the Vicinity, Tadoba is almost 
synonymous with Tigers. 

Tathastu Bandhavgarh at the 
historic Bandhavgarh National 
Park is in itself picturesque with 
all the 20 Cottages surrounded 
by Water Lagoons which is a 
love-at-first-sight for every guest. 
Each room equipped with an 
exclusive sit out with a swing 
overlooking the lagoon, and two 
bathrooms out of which one is 
open to sky. You may also choose 
to visit the unexplored Sanjay 
Dubri Tiger Reserve (90 km) 
where Tathastu has created a 

home stay on their 32 Acre land 
parcel, on which a resort is 
planned in the future. 

Tathastu Satpura– at the South 
side of the Satpura Tiger Reserve 
has direct access to the 
Bori-Churna range. This side of 
Satpura is absolutely unexplored 
with currently just 3 resorts 
operational. 39 Luxurious Villa 
Rooms with some having a private 
plunge pool, offer exclusivity. 
Three hours from Nagpur and two 
hours from Bhopal, Satpura is 
undoubtedly the most rustic and 
promising upcoming park in 
Central India. There is still a 
genuine rawness intact in the 
safari experience here. In addition 
to the Tiger and Leopard, Indian 
Sloth Bear is a common sighting. 

Tathastu has become a leading 
brand in Wildlife Luxury Hospitality 
by serving millions of delighted 
guests from India and around the 
world. You will leave Tathastu… but 
only to come back!

Tathastu Resorts
A symphony of nature

Anil Agarwala
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ClubMed
The Board of Directors of Club Med Holding announces the appointment of 
Stéphane Maquaire as the President and Chief Executive Officer of Club Med 
Holding, effective immediately. Based on the recommendation of Henri Giscard 
d’Estaing, Club Med’s rigorous succession and evaluation process identified 
Stéphane Maquaire, a French national, as uniquely qualified among the 
candidates considered to lead the company into a new phase of profitable 
growth.

Air New Zealand
Air New Zealand announces the appointment of Nikhil Ravishankar as its next 
Chief Executive Officer, succeeding Greg Foran who steps down in October after 
almost six years leading the airline through one of the most challenging periods 
in aviation history.

Amilla Maldives
Amilla Maldives announces the appointment of Gaurav Makhijani as the new 
Director of Sales, marking a strategic addition to the resort’s leadership team as it 
continues to elevate its global sales efforts. Bringing over 14 years of experience 
in luxury hospitality sales, Gaurav is known for his dynamic approach to 
relationship-building and revenue growth.  
 

Raffles Udaipur
Raffles Udaipur announces the appointment of Guneeta Duggal as its new 
Director of Sales and Marketing. With over two decades of strategic leadership 
and a proven track record in the luxury hospitality industry, Guneeta will 
spearhead the hotel’s sales and marketing initiatives, driving growth, 
strengthening brand presence, and elevating the guest experience.
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