


QUARTERBACKING
THE VACCINE
SUPPLY CHAIN
The biopharmaceutical playbook provides a winning game 
plan for industry and government leaders to navigate the 
Covid-19 crisis

By Carl Wallin and Michael Eisenstadt
CEO and Head of Sales at Special Delivery, a 
specialty logistics company

For a year synonymous with perfect vision, 2020 
will forever be remembered as the year of, “Wow. 
Didn’t see that coming!”

Covid-19 blindsided just about everyone everywhere. 
The unpredictable life and death nature of the disease 
confounded the world medical community and quickly 
upended the global economy.

Government and industry were unprepared for the 
devastation and disruption it spawned. Notably in the 
United States, the pandemic exposed weak links in 
supply chains that caused a cascade of confusion and 
undermined confidence in basic systems. Whether you 
suffered on the supply or demand side of the equation, 
bad communication compounded the pain.

With some exceptions – notably National Institute of 
Allergy and Infectious Disease Director Dr. Anthony 
Fauci and New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo received wide 

praise for their direct communication to the public – 
few leaders have embraced the quarterback’s role of 
organizing everybody to move in the same direction 
together.

Supply chains don’t just move stuff. They move 
information from point-to-point in time to affect 
smart, sometimes life-saving decisions. In the case of 
Covid-19, particularly in the early stages, the chain of 
custody for information – even 
to transport basic supplies – 
failed repeatedly.

Now, as scientists race to field 
the anti-viral treatments and 
vaccines needed to get back to 
health, safety and stability, the 
time to fix critical supply lines 
is now. But have we learned the 
key lessons since the onset of 
the pandemic and are we better 
prepared to deliver the cure than 
we were to defend against the disease?

Fortunately, there is a winning playbook for industry 
and government leaders to employ – one we have used 
for years to move critical shipments for biopharma 
clients around the world. In the spirit of collaboration 
that has come to define the race for a Covid-19 vaccine, 
we are eager to share important insights from our 
work in the biopharma supply chain to help others 
confidently navigate the coronavirus crisis in their 
sectors in the crucial months ahead.

THE STAKES ARE 
ALWAYS HIGH
No supply chain is simple, but the pipeline that brings 
medicine to market is especially complex, and the 
process of moving pharmaceutical material around 

The most basic function of any 
supply chain is to move reliable, 
actionable information from 
point-to-point in time to affect 
smart, sometimes life-saving 
decisions.
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the world, particularly in the early stages of research, 
development and manufacturing, is itself a bit of a 
science.

It’s no surprise; the stakes are high. It can cost as much 
as $2.6 billion and up to ten years to 
bring a drug to market.

In 2018, the pharma industry spent $179 
billion (U.S.) on R&D while sales that 
year topped $825 billion, according to 
Evaluate, a pharmaceutical research firm. 
Future spending estimates published 
before Covid-19 projected total sales to 
climb by 2024 to nearly $1.2 trillion, even 
as R&D declines 3% to $174 billion.

The pandemic has upped the ante. 
There are at least 100 companies with 
COVID-19 vaccines in various stages of 
development, 40 in human clinical trials 
and all pushing breakneck timelines to 
bring the winner(s) to market by 2021 
or sooner. The U.S. government has 
also thrown its weight behind the effort, 

directing billions of dollars towards the production of 
hundreds of millions of doses, devices, and personal 
protective equipment.

As you wrap your head around the scale of this effort, 
consider the risks and variables of vaccine development 
— including multiple suppliers, laboratories, test 
sites and regulations — just to be approved for 
manufacturing.

FOLLOW THE
PLAYBOOK
There are always surprises, but there can be no 
margin for error. From end-to-end, every touchpoint 

“No supply chain 
is simple, but 

the pipeline that 
brings medicine 

to market is 
especially 
complex.” 

must be anticipated and accounted for far in advance 
of material being picked up or delivered, with 
redundancies embedded and contingencies planned. 
For guidance and confidence, our industry for decades 
has operated under a rigorous protocol of Good 
Distribution Practices (GDP), a proven framework of 
global standards for maintaining product security, 
stability and quality in transit and storage.

GDP certification audited by an independent third-
party validates integrity and compliance from shipping 
to receiving. It’s an important credential in this highly 
competitive marketplace, but the real advantage 
is when certified distribution partners — shippers, 
receivers and transportation providers — use GDP as a 
guide for direct, proactive communication to keep drug 
development and distribution safe and on schedule.

EXECUTING THE
GAME PLAN
Large or small, everyone plays the same game under 
GDP, but not everyone wins. 
Success depends on how 
actively the team executes the 
shipping game plan.

Start with logistics 
management, the job of 
detailing and executing the 
start-to-finish, step-by-step 
operation of moving material 
from one location to another. 
A hands-on quarterback is 
essential for success. Passive 
reliance on technology alone 
to document shipments, track material, report details, 
and account for costs risks complacency – and 
complacency can break the supply chain at any link, 
any time. Some steps detail familiar moving parts and 

In a business that measures 
ROI in many ways, sometimes 
life and death, true biopharma 
supply chain partners are team-
mates invested in each other’s 
success.
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processes — especially when planning with familiar 
partners — but there are always unique variables that 
require extra attention. 

Time and distance add complexity. Trust 
adds speed, flexibility and efficiency. 
Ultimately, the more thorough and specific 
the plan is, the better for all parties 
because it needs to account not only for 
what’s supposed to happen and how, but 
also why.

For example, customs documents 
are routinely required for cross-border 
shipments, but the way a shipment is 
actually documented on those forms can 
mean the difference between a duty free 
pass or a surprise million-dollar tax bill at 
the border. If a shipper isn’t familiar with 
key product details or customs rules, they 

will likely not know enough to protect the product they 
are handling. This is not a game of chance.

In a business that measures ROI in many ways, often 
life and death, true biopharma supply chain partners 
are teammates, individually and collectively invested in 
each other’s success. Whether the job is shepherding 
a rare blood sample halfway around the world in 48 
hours for testing or shipping generic medicine for mass 
distribution, partners include each other in planning and 
share critical information before the project begins.

VISIBILITY 
SAVES MONEY
ADDS VALUE
The base currency of a successful shipping partnership 
isn’t dollars, it’s visibility; each partner having a clear 
view of the other’s work in progress. What’s being 

“Time and 
distance add 

complexity. 
Trust adds 

speed, flexibility 
and efficiency.”

transacted in real time is information that gives 
everyone on the team insight to manage individual 
shipment costs versus risk on a case-by-case basis.

There is a correlation between insight and cost-
savings. The more visibility the shipper has into the 
who-what-when-where-how-and-why of client shipping 
operations, the more they can help the client save by 
streamlining processes and eliminating distractions.

Likewise, the more the client knows about where their 
shipment is at any time and where it’s headed next, the 
more confidence they have that the shipment is in good 
hands. And if you don’t think 
that confidence saves money, 
you haven’t lost enough sleep 
wondering where in the world 
your pallets are!

As we fit and start our way 
through the pandemic, 
Covid-19 is reshaping our view 
of the world and how we live. 
It is accelerating disruptive 
trends that were already 
underway, recalibrating 
systems and infrastructure 
and challenging our notions 
of fundamental value. In the process, we are gaining 
insight about how things work, and in many cases, how 
they can work better.

Through this prism, the biopharmaceutical supply 
chain stands as a model for how to plan, communicate 
and succeed together. In particular, the GDP standards 
that have helped deliver hope and healing around 
the world for decades give the world confidence 
in the pipeline as a front-line force in the battle to 
cure Covid-19 — and whatever new threats may 
come next. Its best practice of quarterbacking 
successful, long-term partnerships based on active 
project management, trust and visibility is the best 
defense — and offense! — against the complacency 
or chaos that could compromise public health.

There is a correlation between in-
sight and cost-savings. The more 
the client knows about where their 
shipment is at any time and where 
it’s headed next, the more confi-
dence they have that the shipment 
is in good hands.
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