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Panellists: Narayan Rao CV, Head Supply Chain, Aurobindo Pharma, Prasad Deshpande, Head Supply 
Chain, Biocon Ltd., Dayanand Deshpande, Director Pharma Operations, SynCore Consulting Group, 
Abhijit Chaudhuri, Director, Milestone Consulting. 
Panel Moderator: Rishabh Bindlish, Principal, Accenture Ltd.

Skill 
Set 
Challenges

All businesses are run by people. And without the right set of people, the business 
does not go anywhere. With the right set of people you can hope for the future. 
And it is this hope that we took forward through a panel discussion aptly titled 
“Skill Set Challenges for the Pharama Supply Chain”. Make no mistake – there is no 
war here – only an abiding interest in getting the right set of people to man our 
supply chain so that the pharmaceutical industry can realize its full potential of 
USD 70 billion by the year 2020.Interestingly, an MBA in Supply Chain Management 
from even a lesser known college in US today commands a starting salary of over 
USD 60,000/- per annum – more than her peers in marketing or HR. The west has 
realized the value of the supply chain manager. It is time for us to do so. And attract 
top talent to this vital sector.
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Rishabh: The timing of this discussion could 
not have been better. Our own research sug-
gests that the most critical aspect today is skill 

development. How do we hire, train and retain the 
best talent for the pharmaceutical supply chain. And 
from the timing of today’s discussion, it is appropri-
ate that we discuss this at the last session. Because the 
common thread of the entire proceedings of today is 
finding the right people.

Are you seeing a change in trend of investment by 
the Pharma SCM?

Abhijit: I would like to start by giving you a histor-
ical perspective. As an analogy, let us look at the real 
estate firms. If you ask them about operating spends 
on variable costs, they will tell you “Look, as long as 
I have the land bank with me, I do not care about 
how much money I am spending on cement” Other 
than land, the rest of it does not add up to even 50% 
and does not get any attention from the business per-
spective. Coming to the question on hand, the 14 to 
19% shift in contract manufacturing that is coming 
to India and China is for those people who thought 
life is easy, to stay afloat. Those who thought there 
is a flexibility in their costs are facing a different set 
of problems. Costs are the prime mover for contract 
manufacturing. We need to realize that the days of the 
block buster drugs are over. It is the rule of the gener-
ics. And we need to save every paisa we can, by elimi-
nating wasteful expenditure. The time of waste is over. 
We are moving into lean manufacturing practices.

Narayan Rao: I agree, till around 1990, the MNC 
players were in a sweet spot. Profit margins were good 
–across the entire value chain, we were having a nice 
time. And then we had a wave of domestic players come 
in. These companies entered into branded generics. 
And then these firms went global–near shore first, then 
Europe and then US. US is typically generics business. 
Margins have been eroding, especially in the US, which 
is worse than the India market today. In the 1980s we 
had the PPIC–production, Planning, Inventory and 
Control, warehousing, purchase–all of them were silo 
functions. Logistics reporting to marketing. And as 
margins became tighter, these functions came under 
management scrutiny. Today Supply Chain heads re-
port directly to the CEO or in some cases to the Chair-
man and managing Director. Supply chain has become 
a CEO agenda today. This has led to the fragmented 
function of supply chain, move to an integrated func-
tion. With that even the skill sets started changing. The 
skill set which was required earlier was production plan-
ning, inventory control, managing stores, etc. Today 

the supply chain manager needs to understand demand 
management; he needs to understand what works in the 
market. The skill requirements have changed. 

If the skill sets required are changing, how different 
are they from what was required five years ago?

Dayanand: Let us understand the kind of changes 
that are happening in the market place. As we move 
into an integrated framework, the supply chain manager 
who can work in teams. They need to understand cross 
functional aspects of the business. Another change we 
are seeing is–we are moving from a push based system 
to a push based system–a more customer centric view 
of the business. That needs customer insight. It is also 
imperative that the measurements across the functions 
are understood by all the stakeholders. We need to move 
from operating efficiency ratios to fill rates and invento-
ry turns. To do all these, we need analytical skills, prob-
lem solving skills. The third aspect is that information is 
becoming a strategic asset. And hence IT skills are going 
to be very important. A fourth skill set is the win-win 
orientation. Supply chain networks are competing with 
each other.  This is my thinking on the subject.

Are there any other skills that you feel are  necessary?
Prasad: We have been talking of US as our major 

customer. There are quite a few areas we are ignorant 
of–how many of us know of CTPAT (Customs Trade 
pact against terrorism). The skill sets are very different 
from what it was even three years ago. Another example 
is the parallel trade in Europe. (Parallel trade is medici-
nal products produced genuinely under protection of a 
trademark, patent, or copyright, placed into circulation 
in one market, and then imported by an intermedi-
ary into a second market without the authorisation of 
the local owner of the intellectual property right.) It is 
not unethical or illegal. We had one problem in Pfizer. 
In one of the East European country, the sales of the 
product was equal to the population! Today you need 
to able to identify these things. In our earlier days, we 
just had to deliver. It is not enough to sit back and enjoy 
the sales. When we enquired, it was found that trade 
bodies in the East European country were re-packaging 
the cheaper product from their country for sale in the 
higher priced western markets. Supply chains can play 
a bigger role than being mere delivery boys. In another 
instance, when we were exporting to France, we were 
asked about of carbon foot print of our supply chain. 
And frankly, we did not know that. If we look at the 
skill sets, there ate the traditional areas like domain, ex-
pertise, those are known. We were measured on fill rate, 
inventory, customer service etc. Green Management, 
Carbon foot print, sustainability, these are some of the 
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newer skills that we need to acquire. Another skill, I 
believe, will be required is business analytics. To quite 
a few of us business analytics means pivot tables. 

We do not see people from other industry – say 
FMCG – move to pharmaceutical sector. Why is it so?

Abhijit: This is an area, where we have failed as lead-
ers. Personally, I am all for cross industry migration of 
talent. I believe it brings better processes and practices. 
I for one could not convince my CEO that we could 
find suitable candidates from other industries. I believe 
there need to be more conviction in the argument we 
put across to our boards as far as talent from other sec-
tors are concerned. We need to get away from the com-
fort zone of “I have hired a guy from the same industry, 
and so I thought he will perform” Therefore it becomes 
a good crutch for me to stand on.

What did you as a leader do differently?
Narayan Rao: In Dr. Reddy’s we did try bringing 

talent from other industries. It did not work in the 
beginning. What we did not do was to build a strong 
base line. Supply chain is not a function. It is a process. 
Once you have all the processes of demand fulfilment, 
purchasing - the entire chain in place, once you have 
the people at the base ready, that is the time to bring 

in a senior from another industry. Unless and until you 
strengthen the base line, it really does not work. Once 
you have built a strong base, you can then bring in lead-
ership, who will be able to orchestrate things better.

Another issue we have is the reluctance of profession-
als to join the Pharma supply chain. Why is this so?

Prasad: There is a difference in perception. In FMCG 
they are movers and shakers. In Pharma, we are delivery 
boys. In the Pharma sector, the supply chain was not a crit-
ical asset. And if it is not a critical asset, the best and bright-
est do not want to pursue that career. Things are changing. 
We need support from the board. In the FMCG sector, 
distribution is the business. I remember, in one of my past 
companies, when we were asked about inventory turn 
over, we were not concerned. We went after 100% cus-
tomer satisfaction. Not realising that going from 99% to 
100% means tripling our inventory. That was OK for us. 

Rishabh: We believe that the old ways of the Pharma 
SCM has to change. There is a need for infusing fresh 
blood from other functions. And for that to become a re-
ality, management commitment is an absolute must. We 
believe supply chain must have that allure, not be plain 
delivery boys. And to keep pace with the demands of a 
global market, we need to keep upgrading our skills.
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