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PwC’s perspective on surviving 
uncertainty – key trends

The Economic Times hosted the eighth edition of its Supply Chain Summit 2021 on the theme ‘Surviving 
uncertainty.’ The summit touched upon relevant topics with regard to the challenges faced by supply chains 
in today’s turbulent times. The COVID-19 pandemic has tested supply chains by impacting labour availability, 
supply lead times, logistics availability and unpredictable demand patterns. 

Customer behaviours and expectations are changing dramatically and challenging the established supply 
chains and operational setups of leading industrial companies. Companies need to transform linear supply 
chains into autonomous supply chain ecosystems to succeed in this evolving and ever-changing scenario. 

PwC surveyed 1,601 supply chain executives worldwide to take a closer look at how supply chains are 
transforming in this evolving marketplace. We also investigated the capabilities that allow companies to 
handle disruptions effectively, stabilise their supply chains and stand out as supply-chain champions.

For many companies, improving the supply chain is a vital part of their efforts to become more customer-
centric and quickly respond and adapt to changing demands and requirements while maintaining cost 
efficiencies. Next-level supply chains are also helping to increase product quality by supporting moves to 
expand portfolios of products and services, and even introduce entirely new business areas. And they are 
enhancing the ability of companies to manufacture and deliver flexibly while operating a cost-efficient and 
competitive supply chain.

Tomorrow’s supply chains will be connected and self-orchestrated ecosystems
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Data transparency across ecosystems allows for 
efficient and effective response to uncertain events 
and synchronised demand and supply planning; 
connected and transparent logistics leads to 
seamless execution. Next-level supply chains will 
be connected end-to-end. All relevant internal 
functions will be connected using one common data 
network, from research and development (R&D) 
and procurement through manufacturing, logistics, 
and marketing and sales. In addition, all relevant 
supply chain partners, such as suppliers (including 
tier 1, tier 2 and even beyond), logistics service 
providers, customers and innovation partners will 
also be integrated within the supply chain. Rather 
than a linear chain, where data is transferred from 
one stage to the next, data is available continuously 
throughout the supply chain, now more accurately 
termed as a supply chain ecosystem, giving partners 
near-real-time and simultaneous access to relevant 
information and enabling optimised and informed 
decision making. Companies will take advantage of 
artificial intelligence (AI) to make key activities self-
orchestrating by defining optimisation parameters 
and embedding these in the algorithms which steer 
decision making. Optimised choices — for example, 
which supplier to use for individual orders at the 
best manufacturing location, or which transport 
mode and logistics service provider to use — will be 
made autonomously, in near-real-time and across all 
functions. This also helps companies to proactively 
identify and manage supply chain risks. 

And as one size won’t fit all, companies will use 
dynamic supply chain segmentation to be more 
customer-centric across multiple channels and 
optimise their cost-to-serve at the same time. Our 
research — which included asking companies to 
report on the current state of their supply chains 
and how they expect them to look in 2025 — shows 
that most companies have begun this journey and 
have invested into new supply chain capabilities and 
organisational models, but that Digital Champions 
are far ahead. There are five key elements of 
tomorrow’s supply chain:

1.   Transparency: Supply chain transparency 
sets the stage and is a key catalyst for greater 
sustainability

Although most companies see supply chain 
transparency as a priority, Digital Champions 
(leaders/first movers in adopting advanced digital 

tools) are significantly further along the road in 
achieving end-to-end transparency. They report 
much greater levels of visibility over product content, 
supply chain financials on a transaction level and 
logistics flows in near-real-time. Indeed, nearly 
half (47%) of Digital Champions implementing 
transparency are already able to use a digital twin of 
their supply chain, that enhances transparency and 
dynamic optimisation of the total cost of ownership. 
These high levels of transparency are also helping 
companies respond to increased sustainability 
requirements across their supply chains, for example 
by making it possible to track a product’s full chain of 
custody.

2.  Planning: Next-level planning is synchronised in 
near-real-time with execution, integrates supply chain 
partners and enables continuous optimisation

Demand and supply planning are at the heart of 
supply chain management. The best way to achieve 
a high level of accuracy and responsiveness in 
planning is by implementing approaches that 
cover the scope of the end-to-end supply chain, 
including suppliers, logistics service providers and 
customers. Such approaches cross relevant time 
horizons so that short-term, mid-term and long-
term planning processes don’t happen in silos but 
are fully integrated and linked with volume planning 
and financial planning. It’s also critical to establish a 
strong connection between planning and execution 
(closed loop), including the ability to adjust planning 
data as needed based on actual orders, consumed 
materials or changes in production. Planning that 
ticks all these boxes is known as synchronised 
closed-loop planning. Most Digital Champions have 
already implemented end-to-end planning, one of 
the key components. And some have gone further 
and taken the required steps to continuously balance 
demand and supply, increase precision in execution 
and improve operational efficiency.

3.  Segmentation: Dynamic supply chain 
segmentation enhances customer centricity and 
continuously balances service levels, cost and 
margins

While during the first wave, supply chain 
segmentation companies might have assigned each 
customer-product combination to a predefined 
segment, they are now moving beyond this practice 
towards a flexible, requirement-driven configuration 
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in which each transaction can be dynamically allocated to one of the supply chain segments. Key processes 
along the supply chain (plan, source, make, deliver) can then be tailored to best match specific business 
needs. Digital Champions are making greater use of this enhanced, dynamic supply chain segmentation, 
which is based on smart algorithms that are applied to the individual product or transaction level. That 
helps to achieve greater customer centricity, flexibility, and higher throughput, contributing to significant 
improvements in performance. Dynamic segmentation also enables companies to continuously simulate and 
balance different trade-offs when making decisions, such as cost versus service level, demand versus supply, 
product portfolio options (e.g., product introductions and phase-outs) and supply chain flows by individual 
product. When all these factors are considered, optimisation decisions can be made based on a holistic total 
cost of ownership perspective.

4.  Smart logistics: Smart logistics is the key savings driver and a growth lever in the connected supply chain 
ecosystem

Managing and executing the physical flow of goods from the point of origin to the point of consumption is an 
essential part of the supply chain smart logistics — the next level of this coordination — connects the physical 
shipment and information flow between suppliers, manufacturers, distributors and customers interactively and 
in time, building on supply chain transparency and integrated planning. Digital Champions rate smart logistics 
— including automated warehouses and next-level transportation management systems (TMS) — as their top 
supply chain priority smart logistics accounts for more than half of overall supply chain cost savings, making it 
the key lever to maximise efficiency. It is also a key contributor to new revenue streams and resulting growth, 
as it is a key enabler for new business-to-business-to-consumer (B2B2C) and B2C business models. By fully 
orchestrating all the partners and processes in their logistics ecosystem, leading companies can turn their 
logistics network into a strategic asset that helps them better manage diverse channel requirements.

5.  Artificial intelligence: AI is accelerating supply chain improvements and will become the new norm

Artificial intelligence (AI) can be an enormously powerful accelerator of key supply chain capabilities, with 
the potential to drive efficient decision-making and build systems that can autonomously adapt to changing 
conditions. By applying sophisticated AI methods, such as machine learning (ML) and natural language 
processing, to supply chain capabilities, companies can increase transparency, improve planning, and 
enhance logistics flows. But leveraging AI isn’t always easy. Companies need to master the challenges 
posed by ensuring relevant data is being generated throughout the supply chain. Intelligently combining 
structured and unstructured data provides the foundation for data analytics. Data points flow from diverse 
sources and may be generated internally, externally or from publicly available data sources. So, establishing 
a data network that can read, clean, and analyse all these diverse sources is key. It’s also important to 
employ AI responsibly and with enough governance in place, for example by considering the interpretability 
and explainability of algorithms and taking possible biases into account. Future supply chains will have 
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supercharged supply chain capabilities by a) leveraging all relevant data along the entire supply chain, b) 
establishing a responsible and data-driven mindset by upskilling the supply chain workforce towards citizen 
data scientists, and democratise access to data, both internally across functions and externally towards 
supply chain partners, and c) using AI technology platforms to supercharge supply chain capabilities by 
developing and implementing AI use cases that leverage various methodologies (e.g. ML, deep learning, 
regression analysis).

Mastering tomorrow’s challenges 
through next level supply chain 
organisations and capabilities
For companies in our survey overall, the top three 
challenges are managing profitability, improving 
volume flexibility, and increasing visibility and 
traceability. Digital Champions have already mastered 
these; they see circularity and sustainability, and 
technological maturity and reliability of master data, 
as the key supply chain challenges. To master these, 
companies are using a few key strategies to drive 
advanced capabilities and encourage continuous 
innovation. Supply chain centres of excellence (CoEs) 
are a common starting point, and establishing a 
strong technology backbone is critical too, including 
state-of-the-art IT infrastructure. Digital Novices and 
Digital Followers are placing the most emphasis on 
the basics — integrating the IT function with supply 
chain to bring IT and business closer together — 
while for Digital Champions, embedding advanced 
analytics into supply chain functions is the top 
priority. That helps them establish an autonomous 
supply chain with the ability to self-orchestrate. With 
environments constantly changing, companies need 
to be able to continuously adapt and improve. That 
means focussing on people above all – for example, 
by upskilling the supply chain workforce or attracting 
digital talent and managing them in cross-functional 
teams. Ultimately, companies will need to encourage 
supply chain collaboration with external partners 
in a wider ecosystem to increase efficiency, speed 
up innovation in the supply chain and enhance 
organisational agility. 

Volatility, uncertainty and major disruptions are 
pushing companies to lift and shift their supply 
chains quickly. The key to success lies in the 
transformation to a more connected and self-
orchestrating supply chain ecosystem and 
companies can quickly anticipate opportunities and 
address challenges and risks before they arise.

Our research found that some companies stand out 
as digital supply chain leaders. They have already 
implemented a wide range of advanced technologies, 
have developed sophisticated digital capabilities, 
and are upskilling their employees to achieve digital 
transformation. Their performance shows that it’s 
worth the effort.

Customers and stakeholders are 
expecting green supply chains and 
sustainable operations
Companies are looking at the impact of their 
operations on the environment as well as the positive 
or negative effect on the communities in which they 
operate. Understanding these impacts can drive 
improvements to corporate strategy, day to day 
operations and ultimately on financial performance. 
Three key drivers are increasing pressure on 
companies to have a green supply chain:

•	 Consumers are increasingly demanding ‘clean 
products’ – this makes trust a critical factor for a 
brand’s success.

•	 Investors and analysts are increasingly 
considering social and ecological risks in their 
valuations.

•	 The focus of regulatory developments is shifting to 
corporate due diligence.

Companies are taking on a number of challenges 
on their quest for a sustainable supply chain and 
their efforts are rewarded in many respects:

•	 The companies are following rising requirements 
and increasing strict rules and regulations.

•	 They bolster their brand as employers and reduce 
their reputational risks.

•	 They build up solid relationships with suppliers 
and thus for resilient, transparent supply chains.

Sustainability is now becoming the topmost priority 
of senior executives and leaders because of the 
above-mentioned benefits.
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Executive  
summary

The eighth edition of The Economic Times Supply 
Chain Management and Logistics Summit was held 
on 25 June 2021. The theme of this year’s edition was 
‘Surviving uncertainty’. While supply chains globally 
have been impacted by COVID-19, such disruptions 
will continue to pose challenges to global trade. The 
summit brought together eminent Government and 
business leaders, and supply chain experts from 
multiple industries who shared their thoughts on 
addressing the challenges faced by supply chains 
and the sector’s future.

The ongoing crisis has made organisations aware 
that a long-term strategic approach is needed to 
make supply chains resilient enough to address 
future uncertainties. Leaders presented diverse 
insights into addressing potential uncertainties that 
businesses may face. However, everyone agreed that 
agile, flexible and responsive supply chains are the 
need of the hour.

The summit started with a special keynote address 
from V. Bino George, Principal Consultant, Infor India. 
He discussed the three critical elements to handle 
supply chain uncertainties – technology, visibility of 
goods and automation.

Adarsh Hegde, Joint Managing Director, Allcargo, 
and MD, Gati KWE, also delivered a keynote address. 
He mentioned how companies are turning the crisis 
into opportunities and becoming more effective by 

focusing on the agility and flexibility of their supply 
chains.

This was followed by the address from the chief 
guest, Mansukh Mandaviya, Minister of State 
(Independent Charge), Ministry of Ports, Shipping and 
Waterways, and Minister of State for Chemical and 
Fertilisers, Government of India. The session covered 
the importance of logistics cost and the application 
of technology in supply chain management (SCM) in 
today’s world where the pandemic continues to pose 
challenges. 

Dipali Goenka, CEO and Joint MD, Welspun India 
Ltd, delivered a special keynote address next. She 
discussed how the pandemic has put supply chains 
under a stress test and simultaneously accelerated 
digital transformation initiatives.

There was also a session on how supply chain 
finance can address economic recovery and growth.

Senior partners and directors from PwC, the 
knowledge partner for this event, chaired the panel 
discussions where eminent supply chain leaders 
from marquee companies across Indian industries 
participated.

Given the solution-oriented focus of all the panel 
sessions, the key takeaways from the summit have 
been captured in this white paper for the perusal of 
industries and governments alike.

7   PwC Surviving uncertainty
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Special keynote  
address I 

V. Bino George 
Principle Consultant, Infor India

Technology, visibility of goods and 
automation are three major imperatives 
for companies to handle supply chain 
uncertainties. 
The increasing protectionism practised by countries 
due to the pandemic’s suddenness, uncertainty 
and dynamic environment was discussed during 
this session. There are three imperatives that 
companies are looking at as they handle the current 
uncertainties: 

1.   Visibility of goods and information, i.e. goods 
movement, fulfilment and inventory: Visibility is 
always needed by supply chain executives. Such 
a requirement is increasing the expectation that 
an executive should be dynamic to handle the 
requirements of supply chain uncertainties. For 
example, the price of lumber in the US increased 
by 5–7 times in 10–12 months. This happened 
due to the whiplash effect on the supply chain by 
increased demand of products due to lockdowns 
on one hand and product supplies (cutting, 
processing and movement to distribution centres) 
getting affected on the other.  

2.   Automation: Automation is important for both 
global supply chains and local warehouses. 
Automation was implemented in warehouses 
nearly ten years ago. A lot of top companies are 
using warehouse management system (WMS) 
software as they do not want to lose business due 
to opportunity costs.

                We need to be very careful that new 
technologies like analytics, dashboards 
and control towers do not land in bigger 
problems such as ransomware attacks.”

An efficient supply chain needs information on 
demand fluctuations and hence thrives on increasing 
interactions with partners, resulting in the additional 
possibility of ransomware attacks. For example, the 
recent ransomware attack on a US-based crude oil 
supply chain shows how increased automation could 
enhance vulnerability. 

3.   Technological disruptions: Supply chains must 
be strengthened by using technologies and made 
resilient against hacks and ransomware attacks. 

“
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Special keynote 
address II

Adarsh Hegde
Managing Director, Gati

How companies are turning the 
COVID-19 crisis into an opportunity and 
becoming more effective
Players in the supply chain and logistics industry 
faced major disruptions in 2020–21 due to 
unprecedented challenges. Congestions at 
ports, blockage of the Suez Canal, full and partial 
lockdowns across the country and the impact of 
COVID-19 on demand and supply resulted in a 
constant state of flux for business continuity and 
contingency plans.

        How you strategise ahead is a key 
question in the minds of the executives 
and agility and flexibility in supply chains 
is the answer.”

Though we cannot plan for any crisis beforehand, 
we can at least build the knowledge, capabilities and 
organisational culture that can equip us to embrace 
crises-led change and keep us going. It is remarkable 
how the supply chain and logistics industry, and 
the people employed in this sector, displayed 
resilience and continued delivering essential goods, 
medical supplies and equipment to their respective 
destinations on time, while the rest of us stayed at 
home. 

The industry deserves to be praised for turning a 
crisis into an opportunity and changing its ways 

of functioning to become more effective. But SCM 
needs to continuously evolve along with changing 
business requirements. It is not a matter of choice but 
the need of the hour as supply chains have changed 
with the requirements of better risk management, 
striking a better balance between just-in-time (JIT), 
inventory management and new delivery models 
that cater to changes in consumption patterns. 
All of this has led to the changes in demands for 
warehousing, locations and operations. Integration of 
safety at every stage of the supply chain is of utmost 
importance to all of us.

The pandemic is compelling companies to work with 
minimal on-ground staff and enhanced automation, 
which will be the key in future. Today, an efficient 
WMS is the need of the hour. One of the biggest 
considerations for supply chain players is to navigate 
all the challenges and ensure efficiency across the 
supply chain, especially in India where logistics cost 
are on the higher side. We need to speed up supply 
chain processes and enable information and data 
exchange along the entire supply chain. Digitalisation 
is the real game changer and would determine the 
efficacy of supply chains in the future.

Gati is a global leader in the consolidation business 
and has a presence across 180 countries with over 
300 offices. Software technologies help in better 
routing, GPS tracking and providing customer 
service over messaging platforms, thereby positively 
impacting the business. In India, the supply chain 
and logistics industry is expected to be worth 

“
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over INR 300 billion by the end of 2021 and this will be further strengthened by digitalisation. India is the 
world’s second-most populous country with over 17% of the global population and both the challenges and 
opportunities for the country’s logistics industry are huge.

        Any nationwide initiative is bound to require an immense amount of skilled expertise and 
thorough planning. We have experienced this while implementing GST and now we have 
embarked upon one of the most ambitious and biggest vaccination drives to protect our 
citizens from COVID-19. India’s logistics and supply chain industry needs to step up and 
lend strength to India’s progress as this industry is critical to every other industry.”

“
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Special keynote  
address III

Dipali Goenka
CEO and Joint MD, Welspun India Ltd

The future of supply chains and how 
trade finance would be seamlessly 
integrated into operations going forward
India is projected to grow faster than most 
major economies in 2021. This gives the country 
an opportunity to increase the contribution of 
manufacturing in the economy, together with 
enhanced productivity. 

The supply chain and logistics industry underwent 
some major disruptive changes last year. We saw 
traditional practices being replaced by smarter 
alternatives such as smart transportation systems. 
E-commerce emerged as one of the priority areas 
last year. Even the most resilient supply chains 
went through a stress test last year. 

Companies like Welspun have been working 
on the digital transformation initiative for many 
years and the pandemic has accelerated such 
efforts. Fundamentally, the focus has been on 
collaboration, partnerships, digitisation and care for 
employees and people across the supply chain.

        While empirical experts have been 
warning us on yet another wave of the 
pandemic, the key question is how  
should businesses prepare themselves 
and navigate the situation?”

Logistics companies have spent the past couple of 
decades working on digitisation of supply chains. 
While this has proven to be beneficial, certain 
risks have increased with enhanced technology 
requirements. Additionally, it has also amplified the 
role and importance of supply chain finance.

Today, we are standing at the cusp of exponential 
growth in the manufacturing sector. However, supply 
chains should focus on customer centricity and 
innovation if this growth is to be consistent. And 
since supply chains are integral to the manufacturing 
sector, the development and integration of supply 
chain finance can go a long way. 

          This is also probably the first time that 
businesses around the world have been 
impacted by a common threat. So, it’s 
time to collaborate and overcome this 
threat together.”

“

“
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Special address: Building the future 
relationship of BRICS+ nations – 
trade, supply chain, political and 
cultural cooperation

Purnima Anand
President, BRICS International Forum

The special address highlighted how the role of 
BRICS and BRICS+ nations (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa) is becoming more important 
in global economic governance and supporting 
emerging economies for sustainable growth. 

BRICS+ countries have been a major driving 
force for global economic growth over the years 
and are simultaneously a symbol for a peaceful, 
prosperous and multipolar world. They are constantly 
exploring new opportunities towards comprehensive 
cooperation and closer economic partnership to 
facilitate market interlinkages, financial integrations, 
infrastructure connectivity as well as cultural and 
social interactions among their people. They have 
played a responsible role during the pandemic. 
It’s not surprising that these economies became 
the drivers for global demand while surviving the 
uncertainties fuelled by the pandemic. 

BRICS countries account for 42% of the world’s 
population, 23% of the global GDP and over 17% of 
the global trade. The financial markets in all BRICS 
countries are growing rapidly. In the last 20 years, 
the market-capitalisation-to-GDP ratio increased for 
several BRICS countries like Brazil (4–74%), India 
(12–93%), Russia (0–70%), China (0–81%) and South 
Africa (123–278%). Therefore, many developing 
nations and emerging economies from Asia, Africa 

and Latin America have new opportunities to reform 
and restructure their economic policies with BRICS 
alliances. 

        International new alliances and 
strengthened representation of 
developing and emerging countries in 
the institutions of global governance will 
enhance the effectiveness in achieving 
the objectives of BRICS+ countries.”

Many issues of global importance have been 
discussed in the last few BRICS summits. 
Discussions have been held on subjects like the 
global financial and security situation, countering 
terrorism, climate change, reform of multilateral 
systems and institutions like the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), increased cooperation in science 
and technology, trade barriers, and application 
of information and communication technologies. 
BRICS+ nations are confident of working together 
to build a platform that will complement the bilateral 
relations between the nations in accordance with 
the United Nations (UN) charter. BRICS+ countries 
will continue to work closely for the reform of global 
economic governance to safeguard their interest 
as well as that of other developing countries. 

“
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The participation of BRICS countries in regional 
organisations will enable them to become regional 
leaders to strengthen trade relationships in that 
region and drive sustainable growth of those 
economies. BRICS countries have requested all other 
countries to avoid protectionism and follow a rule-
based, multilateral trade system that will be inclusive 
in nature.

The progresses made by BRICS since the first 
summit held in 2009 are noteworthy. In seven years 
since the first summit, BRICS has been able to 
establish the New Development Bank (NDB) and 
the contingent reserve arrangement, which is a 
remarkable achievement in a relatively short time. 
Talking about the role of the NDB in the development 
of emerging economies, it was mentioned that it has 
decided to fund 44 projects worth more than USD 
12 billion, including eight projects worth USD 3.246 
billion in India only. The NDB may work with the 
World Bank in the future to cooperate and support 
the need of developing economies. The NDB has 
a new financing mechanism, uses market-oriented 
operations, and will provide innovative loan facilities 
so that developing countries can build a more robust, 
flexible and customer-oriented financial system. 

To enhance trade partnerships and investment co-
operations, BRICS countries should focus on the 
following goals – i) enhancing consultations and 
macro-economic and trade policies, ii) simplifying 
administrative procedures to increase efficiency, 
iii) facilitating and accelerating the nature of 
trade and foreign direct investment, iv) attracting 
investments in BRICS special economic zones, v) 
promoting complementary production factors like 
capital, labour, technology and other resources, vi) 
simplifying customs process and clearances, vii) 
sustainably developing targeted groups such as 
youth, women, physically disabled and rural people, 
viii) promoting digital platforms, e-commerce and 
information exchange, and ix) enhancing cooperation 
in BRICS shipping routes to explore new economic 
opportunities. A national accounting framework is 
required for economic governance and identifying 
and harnessing marine and coastal economic 

activities which must be environmentally sustainable, 
economically viable and socially acceptable. It should 
include coastal planning, marine fishing, aquaculture, 
promotion of tourism, maritime logistics, deep sea 
mining, development of offshore energy systems, and 
security of business communities across sea routes. 

          Efficient operation of the transportation 
system is crucial for international trade and 
integration in global production chains.”

Financial cooperation, institutional connectivity 
and physical connectivity are important for the 
development of a safe, balanced and dynamic 
transitional transportation and logistics system. 
It is essential for the economic growth of BRICS 
and BRICS+ countries. The efficient operation of 
transportation systems is crucial for international 
trade and integration of global production chains. 
Communication and information technologies 
and intelligence systems are key instruments of 
an efficient logistics framework and they are also 
contributing considerably towards accelerating 
growth and reducing cost. BRICS nations are 
working closely on developing transportation and 
communication facilities, and infrastructure and 
supporting mechanisms using elaborate technologies 
to increase the efficiency of logistics, and promoting 
a standardised digital data exchange system in 
logistics to facilitate multimodal and internodal 
transportation for forming a BRICS databank. 

There is hope for greater cooperation among BRICS+ 
nations, academic forums, think tanks, business 
councils, network universities and women business 
councils for sustainable development in all of the 
above-mentioned areas.

“
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Chief guest address: Infra for growth 
– boosting economic development 
through maritime 

Mansukh Mandaviya
Minister of State (Independent Charge), Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways,

Minister of State for Chemical and Fertilisers, Government of India

Mansukh Mandaviya, Minister of State (Independent 
Charge), Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, 
and Minister of State for Chemical and Fertilisers, 
Government of India (GoI), was the chief guest at 
the event. The importance of logistics cost and 
application of technology in SCM was highlighted, 
especially during the pandemic. Key initiatives taken 
by the GoI to enhance the efficiency of supply chains 
in the country were also discussed. 

The minister emphasised the following factors:

1.   Reduction of logistics cost: Logistics cost is 
one of the most important factors for any country 
to propel its economic growth. Countries need 
to reduce their overall logistics cost to improve 
supply chain efficiency, particularly in today’s 
competitive world.

2.   Importance of supply chains during the 
pandemic: We have all realised the importance of 
supply chains during the pandemic. Companies 
must manage their supply chains efficiently in 
order to survive in this volatile market as this is 
one area which is constantly evolving.

3.   Technology in SCM: IT and AI applications are 
being increasingly used in managing supply 
chains.

4.   Key initiatives by the GoI: The GoI has taken 
multiple steps to enable a smooth supply chain 
for industries. Some noteworthy initiatives like the 
construction of national highways, development 
of waterways, seaports and airports, construction 
of a dedicated freight corridor and improvement 
of regional connectivity are helping industries to 
cut down their logistics cost substantially. The 
ministry has also started developing a ‘National 
Marine Platform’ and a ‘National Single Window’ 
(arguably the largest), both of which are expected 
to be completed by the end of 2022.

During the closing remarks, expectations from 
this summit were set and it was mentioned that it 
provides the perfect platform to industry leaders and 
enables them to discuss ideas and share visions. The 
summit also paves the way to optimise logistics cost 
and further improve supply chain efficiency.
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CEO fireside chat: How prepared 
are businesses for COVID 3.0?

Panellists: Tarun Arora, CEO, Zydus Wellness Ltd, and Rampraveen Swaminathan, 
MD and CEO, Mahindra Logistics
Moderator: Somick Goswami, Partner, Consulting, PwC India

COVID-19 has had a significant impact on the integrated field of supply chain – both upstream as well as 
downstream. The pandemic resulted in issues with imports, suppliers going out of stock, inaccurate demand 
forecast, inventory piling, etc. While the first wave surprised us, it also brought forth the realisation that filling 
gaps in our supply chains is essential. If supply chains are not robust enough, the three broad areas of a 
business –  customer engagement, brand identity and pricing – could be affected. The panel discussed the 
impact of COVID-19 on their businesses and the general trends in the industry. 

How is the general preparedness going 
forward, considering that two waves of 
COVID-19 have been experienced and 
there could be more with increasing 
mutations and new strains? 
It was mentioned at the outset that how for Zydus 
Wellness, with a portfolio of products like Complan, 
Sugarfree and Glucon-D, it was important to keep 
the supply chain functional. It was pointed out how 
‘people centricity’ really came to the forefront in this 
period not only for employees but also the whole 
ecosystem of distributors, salespersons, farmers, 
casual workers, etc. Any problems anywhere in the 
value chain could affect the whole supply chain. With 
this realisation, and to keep the supply chain up and 
running, Zydus extended resources like medical and 
financial help to partners who are smaller MSMEs 
and could not have supported their employees like 
Zydus could. Many companies, including Zydus, 
have relooked at their standard operating procedures 
(SOPs) to inculcate COVID-19 safe protocols of 
functioning to be future ready with safe infrastructure. 

Mahindra Logistics also comes from the supply 
chain enablement space which is very critical as 
failure of logistics affects the last-mile delivery 
of products. Supply chains were historically 
designed to supply at minimum cost with the 
shortest lead time and a heavy focus on the cost 
to serve. However, key changes in the industry and 
particularly the company are: 

1)   stress-testing of supply chains is very important 
with planning for multiple customer-centric 
scenarios in view of volatility in the coming 
months

2)   integration of supply chain across service lines – 
first mile, transportation, warehouses and last mile 

3)   investment in technology to enable the first two is 
very critical

4)   heavy investment in the people element who are 
at the forefront of all systems. 

Overall preparedness was much better in the second 
wave as the global flow was functional despite 
transportation becoming more expensive. Demand 
was present in many segments as lockdowns eased 
and supply chains were able to cater to the demand 
fairly well. 
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““

There has been a shift from planning for 
uncertainty to planning in uncertainty. 
How has this affected/challenged supply 
chain planning? 
It was said how the fundamentals of planning are 
undergoing a dramatic shift as the benchmarks that 
would have held up only two years ago don’t support 
anymore. Agility is imperative. In that context, 
attention was also given to how organisations 
assessed their manufacturing footprint in terms of 
business continuity – moving from larger plants in 
one place to a wider choice of locations that have 
both the capacity and capability to be more agile. 
While that was more about long-term planning, even 
a short- and medium-term planning timeline of 30–90 
days is too long. 

Technology tools enable us to be more agile 
and respond to demand sensing in a far nimbler 
environment. COVID-19 is one big disruption but 
it is also necessary to be prepared for smaller 
disruptions. Shorter cycles and far more agile ways 
of working are key. 

         We are relooking at planning cycles  
which used to be much longer – up 
to four weeks – and crunching them 
to weekly demand sensing as well as 
fulfilment cycles.” 
     – Tarun Arora

As a service provider, is the business 
model of engagement with the customer 
also evolving? 
The partnership with customers is changing 
fundamentally and there is a big shift from cost-to-
serve (with traditional focus on fixed volumes) to 
minimising cost-to-win business. Engagement is 
far more strategic as the focus is on more agility. 
We are focusing on redesigning processes and 
sharing of information with customers for them to 
become better decision makers. Last year, as the first 
wave was receding, there were conversations with 
customers about pent up demand and so Mahindra 

Logistics built flexible capacities – hired more space 
and people for four months to cater to the demand 
arising from regional geographies. We are shifting 
towards co-creating design and enabling better 
decision making as opposed to being more passive 
partners working with a narrow cost or delivery 
construct. 

Perspectives on net zero and 
environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) commitments in the industry
Sustainability is and should be at the centre of our 
conversations. As a service provider, the challenge is how 
to drive sustainability in supply chains without charging 
premiums and essentially making it a part of the cost and 
not an additional offering. Logistics can play a significant 
role in the entire ecosystem by driving sustainability. 
There are instances where sustainable practices have 
been profitable, like using solar energy in warehouses 
or electric vehicles for last-mile delivery. When the cost 
involved is not too huge, significant benefits have been 
realised and quick adoption of these practices can be 
forecasted. However, it is imperative that both industry 
and service providers drive integration together to achieve 
sustainability. 

          The challenge for the service industry 
is how to drive sustainability in supply 
chains without asking for significant 
additional premiums.”

– Rampraveen Swaminathan

ESG is central to doing business the right way and the 
goals are not cost focused as they seem to appear. While 
more innovative solutions need to be developed, it is 
certain that this is the way to proceed and ESG will be 
embedded strongly in the way businesses are done going 
forward. 

Key takeaways: 

•	 Co-creation of models between service provider and 
service buyer 

•	 Importance of technology 

•	 Taking care of the people ecosystem as a whole

•	 ESG becoming an integral part of the business plan 
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Panel discussion 1: Drive to thrive 
– achieving agility and flexibility to 
enable growth and customer success

Panel chair: Mahesh Khetan, Vice President and Global Head – Supply Chain, Grasim 
Industries (Advanced Material), Aditya Birla Group
Panellists: Anand Darbhe, Managing Director, Strategy and Consulting - Supply Chain 
and Operations, Accenture
Bala Aghoramurthy, Deputy Managing Director, GATI-KWE 
Nandkumar Kulkarni, Director – Integrated Supply Chain, Mondelez India
Nihar Medh, Global Procurement Head, Cipla
P Sriram, Executive Vice President, Pernod Ricard India
Rajasekhara Reddy, Vice President – Global Demand Planning and Logistics, Glen-
mark Pharmaceuticals

The global supply chain has changed permanently due to the pandemic and we are functioning in the new 
normal. The pandemic posed unprecedented challenges in terms of demand shock at the beginning, followed 
by supply shock, increase in global commodity prices and logistics challenges due to lockdowns. These 
have exposed a lot of issues in our supply chains. There are organisations who managed their supply chains 
very well during the pandemic whereas there are many who couldn’t. The companies which adapted to the 
changing conditions quickly due to their agility and flexibility were the ones who made more profits compared 
to their peers.  
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“

“

Maintaining cost, quality and 
consistency are the key objectives of 
any supply chain
The panellists discussed how cost and quality are of 
great importance for the alcohol industry. Taxation 
is a state subject for the alcohol industry and hence, 
manufacturing locations are spread across states 
and managing the supply directly impacts the cost. 
In terms of actions, right first time (RFT) and robust 
audit mechanisms are instrumental in controlling 
quality and consistency. 

Today, the role of supply chain professionals has 
evolved and includes providing an end-to-end setup 
– planning, procurement, production, distribution and 
last-mile delivery – to the consumers. The alcohol 
industry is not automated and approximately 40% of 
the supply comes from semi-automatic production 
units. Thus, the tools to maintain robust quality and 
consistency are very important.

“      Self-audits are the key to maintaining 
quality and consistency across supply 
chains.”

     – P Sriram

COVID-19 – a time of challenges as well 
as great opportunities 
The COVID-19 pandemic has posed significant 
challenges to the logistics industry but also provided 
a great opportunity to prepare for future crises. 
It brought the entire network to a standstill and 
the industry is facing many challenges post the 
lockdown. 

At GATI, the focus of the entire organisation shifted 
towards the ‘value zone’, a consignee, consigner and 
vendor interaction area. The organisational culture 
shifted with the identification of the value zone, and 
trusting and providing support to the ultimate person 
in the zone were prioritised. The organisation shifted 
to trust and empathy. 

Managing services, cost and stakeholders becomes 
a big challenge during a crisis. GATI was able 
to address this by rotating its focus on different 

stakeholders in a timely manner. The pandemic also 
provided GATI with an opportunity to look at fixed 
cost and reduce it by 15–20%, thereby helping it to 
become an improved organisation.

           Removing organisational complexity 
brings agility and resilience to the supply 
chain.”

– Bala Aghoramurthy

The pharma industry learnt significant lessons from 
both the waves of the pandemic. The industry is 
dependent on two major components – raw materials 
and packaging materials. Pharma players started 
procuring raw materials from abroad December 
2020 onwards, resulting in abundant availability of 
raw material stocks locally. However, the lockdown 
resulted in shortages of packaging materials 
which are procured locally. To tackle these issues, 
the players in the industry adopted a vendor-
managed inventory (VMI) model so that the vendor 
manufactures what is needed and has more clear 
signalling.

During the first wave, the total requirement of 
Remdesivir was approximately 20 lakh vials/
month. This increased to nearly 1.5 crore vials/
month in the second wave. The major supply and 
capacity constraints were tackled systematically by 
cooperation between various stakeholders in the 
value chain. Additionally, the cooperation initiative 
between different manufacturers was spearheaded 
by the GoI. Thus, the second wave was about 
resilience and agility.

In case we witness a third wave of infections, a 
number of drugs will enter the market, which raises 
questions about inventory management as well 
as whether the same quantity would be required 
as needed during the second wave. This is where 
resilience, agility and efficiency of the supply chain 
become important. Efficiency becomes key as the 
number of players in the market is going to increase 
and there would be pricing pressure. The definitions 
of lead times have changed and the notion that a 
drug cannot be delivered within a short lead time no 
longer exists since there is significant pressure on 
providing patients with services.
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“

Shift in the role of supply chains 
– growth driver and customer 
satisfaction
The panellists noted that there has been a shift in 
the role of supply chains from being the driver of 
efficiency and scale to a growth driver and source 
of true customer satisfaction. The last 15 months 
have exposed organisational gaps in supply 
chains in terms of agility and flexibility. A few 
major elements that will require attention going 
forward are end-to-end visibility with third-party 
vendors, horizon and granularity of planning, 
greater integration with execution, scenario 
planning and ‘what if’ capabilities, and ‘zoom-in-
zoom-out’ to look at supply chains from different 
angles to identify gaps and improvement areas. 

Organisations have taken some initiatives such 
as micro-segmentation, collaborating more with 
partners and building asset-lite models way 
forwards for the industry.

The panellists also discussed how disruptions are 
not new for supply chains in the FMCG sector 
but the pandemic posed new challenges on an 
unprecedented scale and length. Focusing on 
consumer centricity by considering consumer 
preferences, the agility and resilience of systems 
and proactive management approach which helps 
in building collaborative effort have helped the 
industry in gaining leverage during the crisis. 

      Digitisation adds competitive  
advantage to businesses.”

          –  Nandkumar Kulkarni

Lastly, it was discussed how end-to-end weekly 
reviews with managements helped organisations 
in creating trust and collaborating within 
themselves. They also initiated disruptive services 
such as providing food to the drivers. Those 
companies which are using the current crisis to 
do things differently and evolve would do well in 
the future.
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Fireside chat 2: Supply chain risk  
in the context of a global economy

Panellists: Prasad Deshpande, Senior Vice President and Global Head – Supply 
Chain Management, Central Engineering and EHS, Biocon, and Radha Mohan Gupta, 
Regional Procurement Director – South Asia, Reckitt Benckiser
Moderator: Sastry Subrahmanya, Partner, Technology Consulting, PwC India

“

Has managing supply chain risks 
become a board-level discussion or is it 
still seen as a short-term challenge? 
The panellists reiterated that supply chains in 
previous decades have been more of an operational 
domain which drew attention only in challenging 
situations. However, supply chains across 
industries are getting increased recognition. Prasad 
Deshpande, Senior Vice President and Global Head – 
Supply Chain Management, Central Engineering and 
EHS, Biocon, said that supply chains have always 
been a saviour of not just organisations but the 
whole of humanity, and are becoming increasingly 
prominent because of the COVID-19 disruption.  

        Supply chain is no more limited to just 
operations and delivery. It has now become a 
corporate-/boardroom-level topic.”

    – Prasad Deshpande

The panellists highlighted that organisations have 
always been engaged in risk planning which had 
inevitably become a part of boardroom discussions. 
However, the intensity in taking such measures 
shifted gears during the pandemic. Organisations 
emphasised on changing consumer behaviour which 
is leading to changing market responses. Every 
challenge or disruption comes with a unique inbuilt 
risk and uncertainty, and specific strategies may be 

required to address them. 

Risk planning can be done with different 
perspectives. Supply chain risks are no more 
limited to mere products, logistics, vendors, etc. 
Prasad Deshpande mentioned that Biocon has been 
tracking multiple categories of risk impact, including 
regulatory and business continuity/operations 
impact, and geopolitical, financial and reputational 
risks.

How do we ensure that risks are 
efficiently communicated across all 
organisational levels, including the 
board?
Conventional risk assessment was seldom done 
proactively and mostly executed for meeting 
compliance goals. However, it can no longer be 
considered as an activity restricted to compliance 
since the market landscape is changing drastically.

Risks have been categorised as internal vs external 
or known vs unknown and organisations are 
emphasising on the requirement of robust process-
driven mechanisms to proactively identify the 
symptoms of risks of all types. For known risks, 
organisations usually have a mitigation plan in 
place along with defined responsibilities. However, 
the challenge remains with unknown risks. The 
importance of focusing on unknown risks should be 
imbibed in the DNA of an organisation’s culture. They 
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should work towards implementing effective communication channels and sessions across all levels. Due to 
strong interdependencies across systems, a collaborative effort is always necessary to foresee supply chain 
risks.

Technology has been traditionally associated with planning. Moving ahead in the 
future, what role can technology play in managing supply chain risks? 
Recollecting the earlier mention of multiple categories of risk, the panellists cited the growing importance 
of technology as problems become multivariable and complexities increase dramatically. The traditional 
concepts of having in place only a planning or logistics module might not suffice anymore and a more holistic 
approach is required. Organisations need to think beyond a conventional enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
framework and look for more integrated concepts.

Process and technology are complementary to each other. Technology facilitates all actions, beginning with 
data acquisition, providing access to information, and delivering results with analytics. More than 80% of 
data is probably never even captured and technology will play a vital role in closing this gap by converting 
this uncaptured data to crucial information and enhancing decision making. Technology reduces human 
intervention and facilitates informed decisions.

       Marketing has started using supply chain as a leverage to win consumers.”

– Radha Mohan Gupta“
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Keynote address 1: Sustainable 
procurement – People. Planet. Profit

Thomas Udesen
Chief Procurement Officer, Bayer, and  

Co-Founder of The Sustainable Procurement Pledge

Science has clearly determined that humans have 
overstepped the limits of planetary boundaries, 
resulting in the loss of biodiversity, overfishing, 
deforestation, soil degradation, climate change, 
etc. The growing global population is the root cause 
of all these and it has been a challenge to feed an 
increasing population in a sustainable and affordable 
manner. Several climate events such as the Australian 
bushfires in 2020, multiple hurricanes and melting 
of ice caps are warning signs of a degrading 
environment, and we can learn important lessons 
from them. Crises events help us understand the 
importance of a resilient supply chain and the crucial 
role played by technology in every organisation.

While every company faces unique challenges 
and operates in distinctive markets, they face 
roadblocks when it comes to sharing information with 
stakeholders and deciding between focusing more 
on economic or social aspects. Clearly, the current 
trend is to move from a financial-only approach 
to a more integrated one. As the role of regulators 
has become more significant, companies adhere to 
regulatory compliances and stay above the minimum 
requirements. There are also social innovators who 

maintain harmony between the social, environmental 
and economic dimensions of sustainability.

Organisations are familiar with the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) identified by the UN and 
realigning their policies to meet them. Investors are 
increasingly asking questions about SDGs given 
the critical role played by regulators. The global 
population is projected to reach 10 billion by 2050. 
Bayer has three divisions that include crop science, 
pharmaceuticals and consumer health, and aims to 
ensure that the whole organisation has an integrated 
strategy that includes sustainability. It has committed 
to reducing both internal as well as external CO2 
emissions. For many manufacturing companies, 80% 
of the scope for reducing CO2 emission is external, 
i.e. dependent on the suppliers. So the organisation 
is working with their suppliers to reduce CO2 
emissions and has taken several initiatives to support 
sustainable development. Some of the initiatives 
taken are mentioned below:

•	 In 2005, the company started a formalised 
childcare programme in India which focused on 
sending the children of farmers to school and 
prevent them from working in farms. 

Procurement is very critical for businesses and currently undergoing significant changes to make it 
sustainable. The transition includes people, planet and profit which means that it encompasses all the social, 
economic and environmental dimensions of sustainability. In the last few years, sustainable procurement 
is changing rapidly and has been a critical part of supply chains. Most companies are understanding the 
criticality of sustainable procurement and are adopting technologies to support it for long-term success.

      Humanity is overstepping the planetary boundaries.”“
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The session concluded with the idea that sustainable procurement can be achieved with contributions from 
everyone, including buyers, sellers, organisations, regulators, innovators and governments. Procurement is a 
responsibility and we should adhere to it.

Procurement is more than a job, it’s a responsibility.”“

•	 In 2011, the company brought together its 
chemical and pharmaceutical industries to 
achieve sustainability in the supply chain.

•	 In 2019, after the acquisition and integration 
of Monsanto, the company implemented best 
practices in the agro-chemical industry and 
launched a supplier code of conduct.

The challenge ahead lies in collaborating in different 
ways. For this, the underlying three main players 
need to make sure that we are connected:

1.   Innovators: They need to make sure that we 
are finding solutions, increasing bio-based 
manufacturing, reducing dependencies on fossil 
fuels and expanding the circular economy.

2.   Regulators: The role of regulators is also very 
important as they create an environment where 

good behaviours are rewarded, and undesired 
behaviours are penalised accordingly.

3.   Markets: They determine the purchasing pattern 
of consumers and whether there is demand for 
sustainable products.

Bayer has undertaken the Sustainable Procurement 
Pledge (SPP) and the ambassadors are adhering 
to the following principles to achieve sustainable 
procurement. 

1.   We stand up for people and our planet.

2.  We believe that we will change the world together.

3.  We start with ourselves.

4.  We share our knowledge and listen to others.

5.  We leave behind the right legacy of procurement.
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Keynote address 2: Strategies 
for overcoming challenges and 
identifying opportunities to support 
a new future for trade

Nancy Amert
Director, Trade Innovation Lab, CGI

Surviving uncertainties is of utmost relevance in the current circumstances. The year 2020 has been unusual 
in terms of crisis and will be regarded in history as a wake-up call. The pandemic has also compelled us to 
ask questions about our plans to thrive in the coming decade, the actions we should take, the areas of the 
supply chain that are of keen interest and identifying opportunities to support the new future of trade.

         Lack of access to trade finance is one of the top three export obstacles for half of the 
world’s countries.”

CGI’s Trade Innovation Lab is working to improve 
the trade financing processing and overall supply 
chain to make it future proof by adopting Trade360, 
a software-as-a-service (SaaS) solution that is 
leveraged and used by 21 large global banks. The 
software also offers supply chain financing (SCF) 
which includes how an interaction along the supply 
chain is modelled. In existing scenarios, timelines are 
a real issue and things often get delayed due to the 
lack of SCF. CGI’s Trade360 offers hybrid technology 
solutions like blockchain, AI and internet of things 
(IoT) that offer time efficiency, enhanced security, 
full audit trail and elevated trust. The software also 
enables fast just-in-time (JIT) financing. Currently, 
there are multiple complexities in the supply chain 
like customs theories, digitisation of transportation 
documents and airport inspections, and changing all 
of them will take time. Over the next few decades, 
the goal will be to connect nearly all supply chain 

and logistics parties in highly secure and trustworthy 
ways. Hybrid and integrated SCF processes 
have a lot of complexities and CGI is leveraging 
technologies like application programming interface 
(API) workflows to efficiently process information and 
reduce these complexities in the supply chain.

Trade-related disruptions are becoming more 
frequent and severe, and the trend is clearly visible 
in the International Money Fund’s (IMF) World 
Uncertainty Index, the Geopolitical Risk Index 
of the United States, cyber security issues, and 
natural disasters. We are also facing environmental 
challenges like climate change which can be tackled 
if people come together to adopt sustainable 
practices in their supply chain. The UN has 17 SDGs 
and the work done by the European Union (EU) 
towards achieving ‘net zero emissions’ will impact 
approximately 25% of our global trade market by 

“
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the end of this year. ESG is critical for organisations 
and green recovery plan worth USD 110 trillion is 
currently in progress. After the COVID-19 crisis, 
organisations worldwide are looking to invest money 
in infrastructure to improve supply chains. In greening 
the supply chain, corporate sustainable strategies 
like collaboration, process improvement, innovation 
and technology, and sustainable reporting play an 
important role.

One of the product offerings is related to supply 
chain financing and linked to the value of underlying 

resources and payables that are a part of trading 
physical goods worth USD 17 trillion annually, as per 
PwC’s Global Payments Report, 2020. There is also 
an unmet trade financing need to the tune of USD 
1.5 trillion, particularly for smaller suppliers. Small 
farmers and suppliers do not have access to the 
technology and skills required to fill out applications 
for large loan amounts and CGI is working on how to 
familiarise them with these hybrid technologies and 
assist them with financing. 
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Panel discussion 2: Digital SCM, 
operating amidst pandemic waves

Panel chair: Saurabh Jain, Partner, Supply Chain Transformation, PwC India

Panellists:
Javed Ahmad, Senior Vice President – Global Supply, Schneider Electric
K Udyan Kohli, Head – Supply Chain, Hyfunfoods
Ramit Mahajan, Head – Supply Chain Enablement, IMEA, Henkel
Sehgal Samrat, Head – Supply Chain, Dabur India
V. Bino George, Head – Business Consulting, Infor India
Vishal Sharma, CEO, DB Schenker

Supply chains worldwide continue to be disrupted due to COVID-19. Both demand and supply sides have 
been affected and unexpected highs and lows in demand have made it challenging to maintain a steady 
supply. Customer behaviours and expectations are also changing drastically, challenging the established 
norms and practices of supply chains. They are engaging in a lot of research before purchasing a product 
and expecting some kind of product or service personalisation along with a lot of bundled services like 
transparency around order status and delivery, and faster order fulfilment. Companies have been mandated 
to talk about the origin of their products and customers are also concerned about supply chain sustainability. 
In this era of Industry 4.0, digital transformation is enabling real-time data gathering across the supply chain 
for various analyses and formulating algorithms and predictability across planned scenarios which enable 
objective decision making. Supply chains aim to be resilient, agile, flexible, customer focused, and operate 
with the right cost to serve.

Supply chain digitisation imperatives encouraged by the pandemic
The digital transformation roadmap for supply chains was planned much before COVID-19 by a majority 
of organisations and these initiatives were accelerated due to the pandemic. Global supply chains were 
transitioning to a fully connected and end-to-end system, all the way from customers to suppliers. This 
pandemic accelerated this transition and helped companies in overcoming disruptions.

        Digital initiatives are focused on maintaining the balance of service, cash and cost within 
the boundaries of compliance, safety and quality.”

– Ramit Mahajan

“
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The digital flow of orders from customers becomes 
the need of the hour to understand product-wise 
demand at the customer level and collect as 
much information as possible for better visibility of 
location-specific challenges. Sales and operations 
(S&OP) planning is done based on secondary sales 
data instead of primary data and sales and planning 
cycles are shortening from monthly to weekly, leading 
to a strong demand of advanced planning tools. 
Digitising all information and making it available on 
a single platform avoids information asymmetry and 
various functions can use that data for adapting to 
the dynamic marketplace. This was not possible 
earlier since various functions were working in 
silos. Companies are experimenting with initiatives 
like direct-to-retailer and direct-to-customers for 
better reach and visibility of demand. Advanced 
connectivity tools with AI and chatbots help in 
communicating with customers to build trust and 
fulfil their requirements.

       Digitisation and digital interaction are 
seen as hygienic for all organisations.”

         – Vishal Sharma

A connected supply chain provides visibility of 
demand from the customer to the real-time capacity 
of suppliers so that demand can be steered towards 
operational areas and fulfilled on time. A supply-
chain partnership is strategically designed to build 
an ecosystem which is more flexible, reliable and 
can adapt to the changes in sync. Cross-enterprise 
collaborations like integration with supplier systems 
using APIs and cloud solutions for a connected 
global supply chain enhance predictability and 
ensure seamless data flow. A connected supply 
chain enables real-time solutions and eases 
anticipating bottlenecks or any disruptions.

       After facing two waves of COVID-19, 
technology is no more optional. It has 
become a critical enabler for today's big 
businesses.”

        – K Udyan Kohli

Digitisation and automation in factories enable 
undisrupted production, even when most of the 
workforce is working remotely. Smart factories with 
connected and autonomous machines make data 
gathering and remote operations possible. The data 
gathered can be accessed through apps for analytics 
and problem-solving purposes to reduce downtime, 
thereby ensuring the safety of people during the 
pandemic. 

          Digitisation will accelerate, and we 
will see more and more deployment of 
technologies in supply chain processes 
for deeper understanding of customer 
needs.”

– Javed Ahmad
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“

Digitisation areas where traction will be 
more in the near future
Digital tools will be adopted at a much faster rate 
to build an intelligent and trusted supply chain for 
driving efficiency in operations, cost, productivity, 
labour and quality. Self-orchestrating autonomous 
supply chains will be a focus point with the use of 
technologies like robotic process automation (RPA), 
ML and AI to automate routine jobs and there will be 
only exception-based management. Many start-ups 
are providing cost-efficient solutions for everyday 
problems which would be used as pilots for proofs 
of concept. These tools would then be implemented 
across supply chains in a phased manner.

         A control tower for demand visibility  
and dashboards will be playing an 
important role in decision making.”

                 – V. Bino George

Customers’ needs would be the pivot to drive 
digitisation across supply chains. Digital tools 
would be used to provide customers with real-
time updates on their orders, on-time deliveries, 
personalised products and services, fulfilling 
expectations and providing promised quality. Tools 
using real-time and reliable data to predict demand 
and anticipate disruptions will be leveraged by 
organisations to ensure undisrupted supply of right 
products at the right time and place. As the number 
of interconnected systems with partners increases 
and more applications move to cloud, data security 
becomes more critical. Ransomware and data breach 
risk-mitigation solutions will experience a growth in 
demand as the supply-chain ecosystem expands. 
Digitisation and technological solutions that focus 
on aspects like sustainability, environmental impact, 
employee safety and work-life balance will also see 
an uptrend.

         During COVID-19, the fittest supply 
chain would be the one which provides 
strategic differentiation to any 
organisation and ensures its efficient 
survival.”

– Sehgal Samrat

“
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How can supply chain finance 
support economic recovery and 
growth?

John Bugeja
Managing Director, Trade Advisory Network

Funding gaps exist in supply chains since costs are 
incurred in sourcing, manufacturing and shipment 
prior to finished goods being sold and paid for by 
buyers. Unless parties have enough liquidity to 
finance these funding gaps themselves, access to 
supply chain finance is clearly essential to support 
global trade. Various financing techniques exist, 
namely receivables finance, inventory finance and 
payables finance. The discussion focused on the 
various aspects of payables finance.

The key characteristics of a successful payables 
finance programme are:

•	 The buyer has access to strong, investment-
grade credit since payables finance is a form of 
unsecured debt.

•	 Suppliers are weaker in terms of access to credit, 
thereby creating an arbitrage opportunity. 

•	 The finance is priced to reflect the buyer’s credit 
quality. It is usually a little higher than what the 
buyer would expect to pay for a short-term and 
unsecured debt, but considerably lower than the 
price suppliers would expect to pay for debt in 
their own right.

•	 Under the payables finance programme, the 
buyer can standardise payment terms which 
improves the efficiency of the whole accounts 
payable process. Though the programme may 
involve an element of extending terms, they must 
remain commercially reasonable. 

In terms of benefits, all parties gain from a well-
structured payables finance programme:

•	 Suppliers’ access to finance is not constrained 
by their own relatively weak balance sheet and 
the limited availability of tangible security. This 
enables them to accept increased orders and 
grow supporting economic recovery. The cost 
of this finance is considerably lower than that of 
other forms of financing. 

•	 Buyers continue to enjoy deferred payment terms 
while supporting their suppliers and ensuring that 
suppliers do not run out of money.

•	 The bank also benefits as it generates a higher 
level of return against its exposure to the client 
due to the credit-risk arbitrage opportunity.

•	 Typical challenges with such programmes can be:
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•	 Onboarding suppliers is a lengthy and difficult process as it involves significant due diligence. And this 
is particularly challenging when suppliers are in countries where the bank does not have a physical 
presence. It is possible to address this by collaborating with a partner bank in the countries where the 
suppliers are located.

•	 The conversion process itself is very lengthy. For the buyer, this is a strategic decision involving multiple 
stakeholders, including treasury, procurement, legal and accounting. Hence, it’s not a decision they take 
quickly. Suppliers need to be encouraged to start using the programme.

To conclude, supply chain finance offers real benefits to suppliers, buyers and banks, and can certainly 
support economic recovery and growth. However, it is important to use supply chain finance correctly and 
not extend payments terms beyond what is commercially reasonable. Also, designing and implementing a 
successful programme requires dedicated resources and significant expertise.
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About ET EDGE
ET Edge, an initiative of The Economic Times, has been founded to empower multiple sectors, industries and 
segments through the dispersion of critical business knowledge through strategically developed conferences 
and summits. Foreseeing the tremendous potential which India has in store, ET Edge strives to bring together 
visionaries and key global leaders through its enriched knowledge platforms to aid the symbiotic relationship 
societies and businesses share. 

We aim to channelize global business intelligence vide summits and conferences through fortifying lectures, 
workshops, panel discussions, roundtables and case studies. The forums would ensure that the senior deci-
sion makers are equipped with information to respond to challenges being faced from a global perspective. 
We have substantial expedients for the business & visualize it taking mammoth proportions while developing 
into a one stop destination for the stalwarts of the industry. 

The plan is to formulate a focused holistic solution for key sectors which contribute largely towards the GDP 
of the nation. Extensive market research with core practitioners, experts, leading trend setters and policy 
makers is conducted to ensure that these platforms are unparalleled in the vertical they cater to. Visionaries 
and industry leaders contributing as speakers will only ensure that these platforms set themselves apart. Our 
delegates are key management personnel and decision makers who can further enrich the gatherings with 
their crucial insights and vast experience. 

Retail, e-Governance, Real Estate, Infrastructure, Healthcare, Education, Technology, Rural & BFSI are some 
of the key sectors around which ET Edge aims to develop knowledge destinations. 

Website: http://et-edge.com/
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About PwC
At PwC, our purpose is to build trust in society and solve important problems. We’re a network of firms in 155 
countries with over 284,000 people who are committed to delivering quality in assurance, advisory and tax 
services. PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member firms, each of which is a separate 
legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details.
Find out more about PwC India and tell us what matters to you by visiting us at www.pwc.in.

About PwC’s Operations and Supply Chain
Management practice
PwC is recognised as having unparalleled, independent experience in supply chain management – from 
strategy to execution – with a strong focus on differential and digital supply chains. Our global Centre of 
Excellence (CoE) offers cutting-edge thought leadership and brings together logistics and supply chain 
optimisation specialists for our clients around the world and in India. PwC’s supply chain heritage goes 
back to the origin of the term ‘supply chain management’. Besides, PwC played an instrumental role in the 
development of SCOR®, the most widely adopted standard for supply chain management.
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