‘Govt must take short-term
steps to drive consumption’
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he government must take

short-term steps and

boost domestic manufac-

turing to create jobs and

tide over the economic
slump caused by the coronavirus
pandemic, Saugata Gupta, manag-
ingdirector and chiefexecutive offi-
cer, Marico Lid. Speaking in an
interview, Gupta said the govern-
ment must adopt shart-termimeas-
uresand boost domestic manufac-
turing lo create meaningful employ-
ment to tide over the economic
shamp. Edited excerpts:
According to Nielsen, demand in
August was muted. What's your
take?

It varies from partfolio to portfo-
lio. Initially, inquarteroneand up o
the first 2-3weeksof April, there was
a lot of pantry loading and a good
skew towards food. The lockdown
and covid caseswere concentrated
inafew metrosand, therefore, it was
far more predictable. Formestitems
of daily consumption, the industry
started showing growth in May and
June which reflected on the per-
formanceof fast-moving consumer
goods firms, Becanse of increased
consumption at home, health and
hygiene, food and immunity were
growing.

InQ2, thecovid spread hecame a
little more unpredictable. There's
also some trend of people moving
out and ordering food.In Seplem-
ber, there hasbeen an escalation of
covid cases (causing anxiety and
fear). Idon™ think FMOG companies
were able tooperate at 100% levels
intermsofdistnbution. So given all
that, Iwould think there could bea
mild slowdown this month. Again, it
depends from company to company
because alotof the growthwill beon
larger players and trusted brands
gaining marketshare,

How is the September quarter

‘ Thedistress due
to job losses and
migration torural
areas hasled to
urban demand being
slightly more

challenged.
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looKing foryou?

We are almost at the end of the
quarter, so | will not get into the
details. We started seeing growth
from May, and the trend continues.
What stepscan the government
take to boost consumer confi-
dence?

Thesituation istricky but we have
totakesomesteps now todrivealit-
tle bit of comsumption. I think. accel-
erating the execution
of encouraging manu-
facturing for vxports,
becaunse that will give
Jobs. After covid, there is a clear
imperative for a lot of nations to
diversify supply chains, and India
hasthe opportunity. Butit hastobe
executed well tocapitalize onit,oth=
erwise olher South-East Asian
nations will capitalize on it. To me
that ereates significant amount of
employment. Second, there'sneed,
maybe, for some short-term meas-
ures o drive consumption. Having
said that, hopefully, covid cases will
come down because when there is
anxiety, the feel-good factor also
getsimpacted and people are nsu-
ally carefulin termsofspending,. So,
acombinationofall these three has

towork. [ think the worst isover, but
the speedofrecovery will bea factor
ifall three converge somewhere.
Is thereagapin ruralandurban
demand? How can urban dis-
tressbe managed?

You would recall that rural had
slowed down last year. Iwonkd say in
refative terms, miral s morestable.
The harvest has been good, signifi-
cani money has been poured in,

whetherit'sforgrains
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Emplovment Guarantee Scheme)
and the migration from urban to
rural. So. companies with direct
rural distributionare more likelvio
gain, Inurbanareas, covid cases are
higher, therefore, outlets are closed,
peopleare not coming towork, sol
don’t think anvone is operating at
100% optimal capacity.

There is also channel change—
whether it is topping up from the
local kirmnasorbuying frome-come
merce, People areunwilling lodrive
ortravel 6-8km toshop inorganized
refail,so modem trade has declined.
Totopthat, Lthink the distressdue
tojoblossesand migration hasled to

urban demand being slightly more
challenged.
Areyouseeing downtrading?

That's currently the trend. It is
very important to pass on value to
the consumer because people still
want trusted brands and that gives
them theopportunity to down-trade
within a brand. Although discre-
tionary spends on personal care
such asskincare are limping backto
normal, it is still not delivering
growth. So, the focusison essential
calegoriesof daily consumption.
Will new launches boost Mar-
ico’s topline?

We are focused on two things:
health and hygiene, and food. Food
is a lar more aggressive strategy (o
grow, Last year, we did slighty
below 1200 crore (in food). Weare
extremely confident of getting to
1300 crove-plusthisyear, andthen
o 1450-500crore in the following
vears. We are changing ourstrategy
on food. Instead of trying 1o do
niches, we are looking at slightly
larger categories with high market
share. Forinstance, we're looking at
immunity, we bamched honey, and
initialtrends are positive,
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