
Pharma Logistics: A Global Perspective
A Closer Look at Pharma Distribution and Logistics in Different Parts of the World

Over the past few years, Camelot has been monitoring pharma distri­

bution in different regions of the world. Our insights have been pub­

lished in various editions of CHEManager International. We covered 

North­ and Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Russia, highlighting real­life 

project and operational experience, market specifics as well as trends 

we observed. This article summarizes the key take­aways and provi­

des a global view on trends and perspectives in pharma distribution.

One of the most important objectives 
of pharmaceutical companies is to 
ensure safe and reliable distribution 
of drugs to their patients. However, 
companies are confronted with very 
diverse maturity levels of the phar-
maceutical markets, different growth 
potential depending on the geogra-
phical region, varying logistics infra-
structures as well as political and tax 
regulations. Therefore, different re-
gion-specific approaches in pharma-
ceutical distribution are necessary.

Opportunities and  
Challenges

The global revenue of pharmaceuti-
cals has seen a steady increase every 

single year since 2001, accounting 
for $ 1.25 trillion today. Moreover, a 
further increase of approximately 
4.6% annually is expected from 2020–
2027. Today, North America, with to-
tal sales amounting to approximately 
$523 billion 2019 is the largest single 
pharma market. However, while ma-
ture markets like the US and Europe 
are saturated with growth mainly de-
pending on new products and servi-
ces, emerging markets such as Latin 
America, Asia, and Africa, still offer a 
high potential for growth with exist-
ing portfolios. They are therefore 
closely monitored by pharma compa-
nies.

Despite these promising develop-
ments, pharma distribution is still a 
major challenge, involving diverse 

region-specific market risks and is-
sues. The US market faces high pric-
ing of pharmaceuticals due to mis-
sing governmental price controls and 
limited access to lower priced me-
dicine from abroad. Regions such 
as Latin America, Africa and Russia 
still struggle with geopolitical risks, 
corruption, and illicit medicine. The 
 African continent, moreover, must 
cope with security issues, unstable 
political situations and approx. 30% 
of counterfeit products. Although 
these challenges are rather obvious, 
they indicate that a detailed analysis 
is inevitable for pharmaceutical com-
panies before entering those markets. 

Logistical Requirements  
and Network Distribution 
Structures

Alongside general market-specific 
challenges, additional aspects regard-
ing the successful distribution of 
drugs to the end customers need to be 
carefully considered. One of the most 
important issues is the underlying 
and often fragmented distribution in-
frastructure, including the availability 
of sea- and airports, street networks, 

and suitable warehouses. This is es-
pecially important when consider ing 
the long distances that need to be cov-
ered even in domestic transportation 
for eample in the US, China or Rus-
sia. Therefore, advanced distribution 
networks are a prerequisite to offer 
next-day delivery, which is a common 
practice in pharmaceutical business.

When it comes to the underlying 
logistical infrastructure and the dis-
tribution networks, there are signi-
ficant differences. While in mature 
markets like North America or parts 
of the APAC regions including Japan 
and Australia, the general distribu-
tion infrastructure is highly advan-
ced, in other regions like Africa and 
APAC including India and Indonesia 
or even Russia, this is different. Frag-
mented streets, dilapidated airports 
or poor warehouse conditions are 
still present, which often hinders the 
efficient, safe and timely distribution 
of pharmaceuticals. Since the main 
infrastructure in such regions is cen-
tered around major cities, this issue 
is exacerbated in rural areas.

The maturity of the North Amer-
ican infrastructure is also reflec-
ted in the existing network distribu-
tion structures. The market is clearly 
dom inated by three major whole-
sale distributors — McKesson, Cardi-
nal Health and AmerisourceBergen — 
which all have immense distribution 
networks with dozens of warehouse s 
and specialty facilities scattered 
throughout the country to accom-
modate nearly every pharmaceuti-
cal distribution need and to facilitate 
next-day delivery for the majority of 
their customers. From a geographi-
cal perspective, the most important 
pharmaceutical distribution hub is 
New Jersey.
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Outside most of North America and 
Europe, there are several regions that 
face major issues in their network dis-
tribution structures. For instance, the 
distribution in Africa is often managed 
by distributors and several subcon-
tractors rather than logistics service 
providers. As such, pharma compa-
nies lose transparency of the processes 
and mechanisms in the market. Thus, 
when distributing into Africa, the pre-
ference should be to limit the depen-
dency on national or sub-regional dis-
tributors. Today, it is often feasible to 
distribute via regional hubs in South 
Africa and Dubai making use as well of 
road transportation for further inland 
distribution as this has become more 
viable and secure in recent years.

In contrast to Africa, the distribu-
tion networks in Latin America are 
at least well developed around ur-
banized centers. However, coverage 
of rural regions remains a challenge, 
owing to large distances between dif-
ferent centers and difficult topologies. 
Factoring in the often volatile political 
situations, we have observed special-
ized national or local solutions and 
only limited capabilities and regional 
networks in Latin America. Thus, it is 
no surprise that the typical pharma 

logistics setup requires a local dis-
tribution center in almost each indi-
vidual country combined with higher 
local inventory levels. Many pharma 
companies typically distribute their 
products directly from production to 
the local stock locations in the coun-
try, which leads to a high share of air-
freight. Offering many flight connec-
tions and stable climate, Panama has 
gained a lot of traction over the past 
years as regional hub, and even Mon-
tevideo is experiencing growing po-
pularity due to constraints and re-
strictions in Brazil.

Like in Africa, the distribution 
in Russia and large parts of Asia is 
strongly dependent on national and 
regional distributors, which compa-
red to logistics service providers, are 
responsible not only for storage and 
transport but also for the commercia-
lization of pharmaceuticals. In Russia, 
for instance, Ruls, Protek and Katren 
are the largest distributors, which ac-
count for more than 50% of the total 
Russian market. As a consequence, 
most of the Russian distributors own 
pharmacy chains or even have their 
own local production, which is likely 
to strengthen the vertical integration 
in the future.

Recent Developments  
and Outlook

The future of pharmaceutical logistics 
is expected to remain dynamic, chal-
lenging and loaded with procedural, 
technological, and operational innova-
tions as logistics processes and struc-
tures adapt to growth and increased 
complexity. The Covid-19 pandemic, 
for instance, has shown how much 
the globalized world depends on the 
supply especially from China and how 
vulnerable the pharmaceutical supply 
chains still are. The shutdown of phar-
maceutical manufacturing combined 
with the unavailability of transport ca-
pacity, has not only resulted in major 
disruptions in medical supplies like 
masks or surgical gloves, but also of 
basic medicine like headache remedy.

Business strategies around risk 
mitigation and improved supply chain 
resilience like “near-shoring”, “dual 
sourcing” and “right sizing” of inven-
tory levels are now pursued where 
feasible and justifiable. Moving for-
ward, it will be key to reduce the 
complexity as well as increase the 
flexibility and resilience of the glo-
bal production and distribution set-
up, enhancing the view so far mostly 

focused on cost and service levels. 
With those business strategies in 
mind, pharma companies with digital 
twins of their production and distri-
bution networks have the advantage 
of being able to identify and develop 
suitable alternatives. 

This can be achieved using agile 
technical solutions that support the 
need for continuous analytics of the 
respective options and their impact 
even at a tactical level. We strongly be-
lieve that such business strategies are 
a game changer for the pharma indus-
try and that digital twins will be essen-
tial in mastering the global production 
and distribution challenges, breaking 
down the barrier between network 
design and supply chain planning.
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Container with New Opportunities
Originally engineered for the transport of chocolate, tank contain­

ers with agitators have discovered a wide range of uses. This type 

of container is becoming more and more popular not only in the 

food sector, but also for chemical applications. Their adaptability 

and mobility are the major strengths.

The adaptability of the tank contain er 
mainly results from its technical 
equipment: The tank vessel has a ca-
pacity of 24,000 liters, two agitators 
and an integrated heating and cool-
ing system. An easy and smart hand-
ling of the technical devices is en-
sured via a multilingual touch panel, 
the PLC (programmable logic con-
troller). This can be used to regulate 
the temperature values and control 
the agitators.

High safety standards guarantee 
the complete floor covering as well 
as handrails that can be opened on 
both sides and an air connection that 
can be operated from the floor. The 
agitators are installed vertically and 
each have two blades that are guided 
through Teflon sleeves. The cleaning 

takes place via specially integrated 
and optimally placed openings.

Wide Range of Use

It is precisely this adaptability of the 
tank container that opens the doors 
to ever new purposes and areas of 
use. Two installed flanges can be used 
for additional valves or sensors. This 
means that the tank container can 
also be integrated in future digitiza-
tion projects, such as automated or-
der processing. It is well equipped 
for viscous and sedimenting products 
that have to be stirred up before 
further processing. 

In addition, various preliminary 
products can be mixed to form a 

new end product and filled into dif-
ferent containers, IBCs, drums or 
cans. Temperature-sensitive materi-

als are w armed up and cooled. All of 
these processes can be combined and 
with an additional spill trough, the 
tank container also fulfills the legal 
require ments as a mobile storage con-
tainer which can be integrated in ma-
nufacturing processes. It becomes an 
integral part of the production plant. 
Mobility as a container enables flexi-
ble use in other locations in order to 
get closer to suppliers, customers or 
outsourced production and logistics 
facilities, locally, regionally and glo-
bally. 

Applications for flammable sub-
stances required further develop-
ment of this type of container for use 
in explosion-proof zones. Despite the 
more extensive design of the agitator 
control, this new tank container has 
a capacity of 21,000 liters and is ap-
proved for operation in up to ATEX 
Zone 1. A solution for mixing solvents 
has thus also been found. 

Creative ideas in connection with 
new perspectives enable further ap-
plications for tank containers with 
agitators. (sa)

www.tws.de

The adaptability of the tank container 
is mainly due to its technical equip-
ment, e.g. vertically installed agitators 
with two blades that are guided 
through Teflon sleeves.
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