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Impact of COVID-19 on Pharma Supply Chains and the Fightback

This article is part one of a series of three articles that
looks at the Supply Chain of the Pharmaceutical industry in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, we examine
the crisis, the challenges that emerged, and the industry
response in the short term. Part 2 of the series will outline
the 'Learnings from the Crisis for Supply Chain Management',
and part 3 will ideate on the 'Supply Chain Management
Strategy for the New Normal'
The COVID-19 pandemic that has swept through the world
this year has caused unprecedented health and economic
distress globally. To curb the rapid spread of infection
through their populations, several countries imposed
and continue to impose widespread lockdowns. This has
caused significant disruption in demand and supply around
the world.

These lockdowns, naturally, created considerable
challenges for businesses providing ‘essential’ goods and
services, such as the pharmaceutical (pharma) industry.
The rapid response of internal teams, industry associations,
and governments enabled these industries to minimize
disruption.
This article uses the Indian pharmaceutical sector as
a case study, to examine the challenges faced due to
the lockdown, and outlines the measures that helped
get the supply chains back on track. We believe that the
learnings from this experience are relevant and valuable to
companies around the world.

Tracking the Timeline
COVID-19, a disease that was first reported in China in Dec 2019, spread rapidly to other parts of the world soon, reaching pandemic
proportions. As showcased in Figure 1, the first case in India was recorded in late January 2020.
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Figure 1: A Brief Timeline of Milestones related to COVID-19
In general, the national and state-level lockdowns imposed severe restrictions on the mobility of people, suspending all commercial
and social activities that require people to come together, except for those defined as essential services. Several private and public
enterprises initiated ‘Work From Home arrangements’ (WFH), a format that is still widely prevalent today.
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The Lockdown in India
In India too, offices, factories, educational establishments, large markets, shopping malls, etc., were asked to stay shut. However,
the Government wanted to ensure that essential services and supplies, which included food and grocery, pharmaceutical
and medical goods, and healthcare services, among others, continued operations, to maintain public well-being. Since, the
government and businesses had limited time to prepare for the lockdown, the challenges faced by supply chains in general and
essential services in particular were compounded.
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Figure 2: First-wave of challenges after the imposition of the national lockdown.
These issues were faced across geographies, as similar preventive measures were taken in most states.
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Managing the Crisis
The common objective of the industry, society, as well as the government was to ensure continuity in the supply of critical, life-saving
medicines that are essential for maintaining good health and minimizing other health problems during the pandemic.
Today supply chains are complex globally interlinked systems requiring consonance of various stakeholders.
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Figure 3: The Indian pharma supply chain
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To meet the common objective, the challenges faced by all four elements of supply chain management, viz. plan, procure, make,
and deliver, needed to be addressed.
Figure 4: Challenges to the four key processes of Supply Chain
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• Demand and supply uncertainty
• Previous demand forecasts, budgets, plans became unrealistic
• Limited visibility across the supply chain

• Import freight unavailability
• Slow, disrupted custom clearances
• Disruption in domestic supply of raw material & ancillary material

• Permissions required to operate plants
• Workforce absenteeism
• Supporting infrastructure for mobility unavailable

• Limited logistics partners (including cold chain)
• Stoppage in intra- and inter- state movement
• Inadequate working staff at warehouses and pharmacies
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Operational Complexity - Implementing the National Lockdown
The process of imposing and managing the lockdown is complex, involving a number of Government ministries, departments at the
central and state levels, as well as civic bodies and local law enforcement bodies. The network of stakeholders is indicated in Figure 5.

National Authorities and Ministries
• Prime Minister’s Office

• Finance

• Health

• Civil Aviation

• Home Affairs

• Posts

• Pharmaceuticals

• Commerce

• Drugs Standard Control

• Transport

• Indirect Taxes and Customs

State Authorities and Ministries
• Chief Ministers

• Transport

• Home Affairs

• Finance

• Health

• Water

• Trade and Commerce

• Power
• State Drug Controllers

Local Governance Authorities
• District Magistrates • Village Panchayats
• Police Departments • Sub-divisional Magistrates
• Civic Authorities

• Water

• Civil Societies

• Electricity

• Local Transport
Figure 5: Network of Government stakeholders managing the lockdown
There are three levels of agencies in the Indian government comprising stakeholders at Centre, State, and City/District level. A number
of agencies are involved at each level to ensure the implementation and success of the lockdown. For companies, reviving the supply
chain to ensure the supply of goods and services, required them to understand and effectively navigate this complex system and seek
the necessary support from a myriad number of authorities.
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Swift Execution of Corrective Actions
At the onset of lockdown, pharma companies came together quickly to identify key priorities and tasks required to keep the
supply chain functioning. Industry and other stakeholders’ associations collaborated to collate and represent on issues with the
government/civic agencies and seek required support and interventions. The Government worked with agility and transparency
with industry to find quick and practical solutions. Figure 6 shows some of the crisis management initiatives that were
implemented across the phases of the Supply Chain.

Plan

• Control rooms set up by companies, industry associations, and the
Government to collate and coordinate issue resolution
• Revision in demand planning and product prioritization
• Gathering of data across the supply chain

• Granular level work with the Customs authorities to clear critical products
and move them to warehouses
• Review of testing delays, shelf life norms, and approvals for ‘acceptable
exceptions’

Source

• Pooling of impost consignments to optimize usage of the limited freight
availability
• Commencement of input material and ancillary material production

Make

• Continuation of manufacturing operations
• Worker mobility facilitation
• Management of travel and labor availability
• Enhancement of supply capacity for essentials and repurposing of facilities

• Permissions for shipment of finished goods
• Mobility and availability of warehouse workforce
• Definition of creative transport solutions, including postal services

Deliver

• Pooling of air/road cargo among companies
• Coordination with airlines/airports
Figure 6 Immediate Corrective Measures taken by Indian Companies and Government
Nexdigm Comments:
•

Today’s supply chains are complex systems with
numerous domestic and global stakeholders. It is
essential to map and build a good understanding of the
critical components well.

•

A system view is required to evolve a management
plan that is comprehensive and effective. Piecemeal
interventions merely shift bottlenecks, resulting in the
loss of precious time and resources.

•

The resolution of issues during the lockdown requires
coordination among various government agencies. It is
essential to build a good understanding of the various
authorities/agencies involved and the hierarchy and
communication flow within the government.

•

Creating effective war rooms at the of company and
industry association levels is critical. These help track
real-time progress and issues, and enable prompt
escalation.

Nodal points of contact need to be established to facilitate
effective communication and minimize confusion. The
pandemic has demonstrated how a black swan event can
derail and disrupt business, corporate strategy plans.
In the next article, we will synthesize and discuss in greater
detail, key learnings from the management of the supply chain
challenges caused by COVID-19 that can help companies
prepare better for future disruptions.
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Learnings from the Crisis for
Supply Chain Management

A deep-dive into the impact and responses to the pandemic can help businesses get
back on track after the slump, as well as plan effectively for future disruptions. This
article explores the elements of a Robust Business Continuity Plan (BCP), emphasizes
on Risk Management being driven by the top leadership, and outlines the importance of
innovation and creativity in difficult times.

Supply Chain Management Strategy for the New Normal
As businesses recover from the difficulties posed by the pandemic, leaders are
redesigning strategic roadmaps to incorporate comprehensive risk management in their
supply chains. This article outlines strategies and trends aimed at helping supply chain
leaders gear up for the ‘new normal’.

Supply Chain Management
Strategy for the New Normal
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