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The domestic pharma market has
not only recovered from the lows
of the lockdown-hit months of

April-June, but is likely to do better in
the second half of the fiscal.

Pandemic blues seem to be a thing
of the past as the domestic drug market
showed resilience in the last three mon-
ths, maintaining a growth momentum.
In October, the Indian pharma market
(IPM) clocked a strong 9.6 per cent
growth after growing 4.5 per cent in
September and 2.2 per cent in August.

Compare this with the lockdown-
hit months when the IPM volume
growth was down 17 per cent in April
and 14.4 per cent in May.

Big firms also bounced back — from
a (-)1.8 per cent in September, the coun-
try’s largest drug maker, Sun Pharma-
ceutical Industries, recovered to 8.4 per
cent growth in October. Similarly, from
a meagre 0.6 per cent growth, Dr
Reddy’s posted a strong 8 per cent sales
growth in October. Cipla continued its
strong run, posting a 22 per cent grow-
th, while Zydus Cadila posted 14.9 per
cent growth during the month.

What led to the turnaround? Several
factors are at play. From rising prescri-
ptions (because people who were defer-
ring doctor visits are doing so) to the ph-
arma sales force back on the field with
full vigour and companies finally find-
ing their feet with the digital marketing
strategies (new brand launches and
doctor outreach programmes) — Ind-
ian drug makers have shown that med-
icine sales is certainly a sunshine sector. 

Chronic therapies (medicines that
we need to take regularly such as card-
iac or hypertension drugs) have been
doing well throughout the year, but
October showed that other therapy

areas such as respiratory ailments (still
in negative growth territory) have seen
some revival.

For further momentum, Rakesh
Dave, president of AIOCD AWACS, a
market research firm, felt that it was
critical for antibiotic sales to pick up.

Antibiotics, part of anti-infectives cat-
egory of therapies, induce prescription
of associated therapies such as vita-
mins, pain and analgesics and also pro-
ton pump inhibitors (to reduce stom-
ach acid production). When someone
visits a doctor with an infection and

fever, the prescription would have
these supporting drugs along with
antibiotics, Dave pointed out. “Sales of
antivirals are up now in the anti-infec-
tives category. If antibiotic sales also
pick up, then the overall market would
get a boost. Antibiotics, vitamins, PPIs
and pain medicines make up over 
40 per cent of the IPM,” he said.

Companies such as Cipla see dem-
and for respiratory drugs growing in
the coming months. The Mumbai-
based firm, a leader in respiratory ther-
apies, expects a surge in demand for re-
spiratory drugs and inhalers during the
coming months when
winter and an anticipa-
ted second wave of Cov-
id-19 are likely to push
the demand for these
medicines up. Cipla has
a massive 68.7 per cent
market share in the res-
piratory inhalation seg-
ment in India and has
started working on alig-
ning supplies so that
there is no shortage of these critical
medicines during the winter when pol-
lution levels (especially in north India)
and other environmental factors cause
a surge in respiratory illnesses.

Add to this the Covid-19 portfolio
— firms such as Cipla, Glenmark,
Cadila Healthcare, DRL, Hetero that
are selling key drugs like remdesivir,
favipiravir and so on are witnessing
traction in the segment and expect the
trend to continue for one or two more
quarters at least.

Cipla Global Chief Financial Officer
Kedar Upadhye expects the sales of the
Covid-19 portfolio (around 5 per cent of
its India business now) to remain at the
current level till at least the first quarter
of the next fiscal. It is making around
450,000 doses of remdesivir per month

now and recently ramped up capacities
for the drug. Upadhye said that dem-
and for tocilizumab is slightly muted
now, while demand for remdesivir and
favipiravir continue to grow.

A senior official at a Hyderabad-
based firm said that sales have picked
up as the country is opening up. “Sales
in the second half would be better than
the first half provided there is no sec-
ond wave of the pandemic,” he added. 

Firms that largely depended on
their field force and the doctor connect
to sell medicines are also learning the
ropes with digital marketing and
branding techniques. Not only have
pharma firms launched brands

through digital webinars,
but some have also war-
med up to targeted digital
marketing techniques.

The marketing and
new initiatives head of a
Mumbai-based firm said
that during the last few m-
onths companies have lev-
eraged digital marketing
tools that can target a gro-
up of doctors (say, dermat-

ologists) in a specific location (for inst-
ance, Bhubaneswar). Many key opinion
leaders have emerged across centres
where drug firms have held webinars
with physicians to remain relevant, he
added, requesting anonymity.

However, with the unlock in mot-
ion, drug firms are back to relying on
their field forces to drive sales and that
has helped with the revival. “Some seg-
ments that did well last month include
gastrointestinal and dermatology.
While gastro sales growth catapulted
from 5.4 per cent in September to 13.6
per cent in October, derma sales growth
picked up from 3.1 per cent in Sept-
ember to 10 per cent in October. Chro-
nic therapies continue their good run,”
said Krishnanath Munde, analyst with
India Ratings Research.
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Shipping industry associa-
tions called on Amazon.com
founder Jeff Bezos to support
some 400,000 seafarers stuck
on merchant vessels because
of restrictions at ports to stop
the spread of Covid-19.

Industry bodies including
the International Chamber of
Shipping wrote an open letter
urging Bezos to exert pressure
on the incoming Biden
administration and other
leaders to recognise seafarers
as key workers, according to a
joint statement on Thursday.

“The strength of Amazon’s
(and others’) supply chain is
central to the success of red-
letter retail days like Black
Friday,” said the letter, which
was signed by the chairs of the
industry groups. “Without
these seafarers, global trade
as we know it would simply
cease to exist.”

“Unforgivably, more than

400,000 of our seagoing col-
leagues and seafarers, who
underpin the movement of
goods around the world, are
currently stranded on board
their vessels, because govern-
ments will not recognise their
crucial role and prioritise
them for immigration and
travel purposes,” it said.

Amazon didn’t immedi-
ately respond to a request for
comment.

Some of them have been
at sea for more than a year,
the letter said, adding that
about 90 per cent of global
trade relies on shipping and
the success and scale of shop-
ping events such as Cyber
Monday wouldn’t be possible
without their work.

“Throughout some of the
most difficult conditions in
living memory, they have con-
tinued to transport the goods
needed to satisfy the demand
generated by platforms
including Amazon,” it said.
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As India emerges from its long lock-
down, several indicators have suggest-
ed signs of a V-shape recovery. One
such indicator is the unemployment
rate. After skyrocketing to nearly 
25 per cent in April and May, the
unemployment rate returned by July
to its February level of around 7 per
cent where it has remained since.

However, the unemployment rate
provides an incomplete picture of
labour market conditions and of the
ongoing experiences of Indian house-
holds. It calculates employment as a
share of the labour force, which only
includes those that are employed and
those that are actively looking for work.
A back-to-normal unemployment rate
may mask workers exiting the labour
force if they cannot find work, or
because of health concerns.
Furthermore, even if most Indians
have returned to work, available
labour market opportunities may 
have worsened, translating into 
lower incomes and reduced 
consumption and well-being.

Our analysis of data from the
CMIE’s Consumer Pyramids
Household Survey (CPHS), a panel 
survey of approximately 175,000
households, confirms these concerns
and reveals a less complete labour
market recovery than what one 
might conclude solely based on the
unemployment figures.

First, the employment to popula-
tion ratio (or “EPOP,” which includes
the full working-age population) has
not yet returned to its pre-lockdown
level. After a collapse in April and May,
the EPOP among those 15 years of 
age or older has hovered around 37 to
38 per cent between July and October,
from a base of closer to 40 per cent
pre-lockdown.

The drop in EPOP has not been
evenly spread across groups, with the
largest losses among urban women,
young workers, and those at both ends
of the educational attainment distri-
bution. For urban women, it has fallen
to approximately 80 per cent of its pre-
pandemic level. Similarly, workers
aged 20-24 are only at 78 per cent of
their pre-lockdown level of employ-
ment. Finally, those with a primary
school education or less as well those
with a college education are at roughly

80 per cent of their previous levels.
Furthermore, the EPOP includes 

a large number of individuals who
report being employed but working
zero hours (which may account for
some workers expecting, rationally or
not, to be recalled by their employer at
some point in the future). When such
individuals are excluded, the EPOP
declines even further, to 34 per cent in
August (the latest month in which we
can compute this series) compared 
to its pre-pandemic level of approxi-
mately 38 per cent.

In addition to job losses, income
may remain depressed if individuals
earn less in the same occupation. Our
analysis reveals widespread drops in
wage income across many occupation
groups. While substantial recovery
had occurred by June (the latest
month of data availability), median
wage incomes remained depressed in
about 80 per cent of occupations in
that month. Wage income losses dur-
ing the lockdown were substantially
larger among lower income occupa-
tions, though this relationship has
attenuated post-lockdown.

The continuing depression in
EPOP and labour market earnings
have led to corresponding reductions
in household income per capita. The
chart presents the monthly time series
of household per capita income, disag-
gregated by source of income, through
June. Total income per capita was
about 44 per cent lower in April 2020
and 39 per cent lower in May 2020
compared to the same months in 2019.
Despite an uptick when the lockdown
eased, per capita total income in June
2020 remained about 25 per cent lower
than the same month last year.

However, these numbers may over-
state the decline due to lockdown and
associated Covid-related disruptions,
as both total income and labour
income were already trending down in
the last quarter of 2019 and early 2020.
This is consistent with a broad down-
ward trend in the economy even
before the pandemic. When bench-
marked to February 2020, June total
incomes are 17 per cent down.

The drop in total income during
the lockdown was primarily driven by
a sharp drop in labour income, but was
supplemented by a decline in business
profits. Unlike labour income, busi-
ness income does not show any sign of
recovery by June, remaining at 31 per

cent below its June 2019 level.
While government assistance via

direct benefit transfers increased dur-
ing the lockdown, cash transfers repre-
sent such a small proportion of total
income that they played virtually no
role in stabilising income for the 
average Indian household during the 
lockdown. This does not rule out that
other forms of government support,
such as wage income via MGNREGS,
or in-kind transfers via the Public
Distribution System may have 
helped many households during or
after the lockdown.

Differential recovery patterns by
income group and geography are 
central questions for assessing subse-
quent policy responses. During the
lockdown, income losses were more
pronounced among households in the
bottom 90 per cent of the income dis-
tribution; however, these households
also experienced a faster recovery
post-lockdown such that by June
2020, their incomes were 18 per cent
below January 2020 levels (in April,
this drop was 41 per cent). Remarkably,
while households in the top decile
fared better during lockdown (about a
24 per cent income drop compared to
January 2020), that decline worsened
in June (to a 32 per cent drop).
However, per capita income in this
highest income group was already
trending down prior to the lockdown,
suggesting that other economic forces
could also be at play.

Finally, the data reveal clear differ-
ences across regions in the extent of
the recovery. The greatest per capita
income losses during the lockdown
occurred in Chhattisgarh, Delhi,
Jharkhand, Kerala, Meghalaya,
Puducherry, and Tamil Nadu. While
similarly battered during the lock-
down, these areas have had different
experiences post-lockdown: for
Chhattisgarh, Delhi and Puducherry,
per capita incomes in June 2020 were
40 to 55 per cent below their June
2019 levels; however, Jharkhand,
Kerala, and Tamil Nadu fared better,
registering year-on-year income drops
of 20 to 30 per cent by June.
Surprisingly, Meghalaya and a few
other regions like Assam, Chandigarh,
and Karnataka, regained nearly all of
the lost ground, with income per capi-
ta at most 5 per cent lower in June
2020 relative to June 2019.
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A V-shaped recovery?

Indian pharma a picture of health
From the lows of the lockdown, the industry has seen a robust bounceback 

Chronic therapies
have been doing
well throughout
the year, but
October showed
that other therapy
areas such as
respiratory
ailments have 
seen some revival

Employment and income in India during and after the lockdown

OUT OF THE EMERGENCY ROOM
Monthwise growth trend in domestic pharma figures in %

Month Volume Price Newproduct Overall Acute Chronic
growth growth introductions growth

January -0.5 5.0 3.3 7.8 9.5 7

February 4.0 5.0 3.6 12.6 12.5 12

March 1.0 5.1 3.4 9.5 15.5 6

April -17.0 4.5 1.8 -10.7 2.5 -15.2

May -14.4 4.5 1.3 -8.6 1.0 -13.5

June -4.5 4.5 2.4 2.4 10 -1

July -7.0 5.0 3.0 1.0 7.5 -3

August -9.2 4.4 2.5 -2.3 5.0 -5

September -4.0 5.0 4 5.0 9.0 4

October 0.9 5.0 3.7 9.6 13.1 8.2
Source: Industry

Household monthly income per capita, total & by source
Jan 2018 - June 2020, values in constant2019 rupees

Jan 2018 Apr2018 Jul 2018 Oct2018 Jan 2019 Apr2019 Jul 2019 Oct2019 Jan 2020 Apr2020
Source: CMIE CPdx

Industry bodies wrote an open letter urging Bezos (in picture)
to exert pressure on the incoming Biden administration and
other leaders to recognise seafarers as key workers
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