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Pvt firms can help supply vaccines: HUL's Mehta

Shuchi Bansal & Suneera Tandon

NEWDELHI
H (HUL), India’s largest
consumer goods com-
pany, saw its profit, revenue
and sales volume surge in the
December quar-
ter as demand INT
rebounded.Inan
interview, chairman and man-
aging director Sanjiv Mehta
said the government could take
steps to revive urban demand
evenasthe private sector could
lend ahandinvaccine distribu-
tion. Edited excerpts:

industan Unilever Ltd

ERVIEW

Are you satisfied with last
quarter’s performance?
Iwould certainly want it to get
better. But I'm pleased with the
trajectory in which the business
is moving, the direction in
which the markets are moving.
If you recall, even before the
pandemic, in the
2019 December
quarter, the mar-
kets had slowed significantly.
The biggest stress those days
was rural markets. Rural has
seen a pretty good comeback,
and over the last couple of quar-
ters, we are seeing rural to be
prettyresilient. The urban mar-

HUL's chairman and managing
director Sanjiv Mehta.
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kets, which took a big toll
because of mobility reasons, are
coming back to growth, albeit
still at a very low level. If the
momentum keeps building, we

would be in the right space.
Butwon’trural growth pla-
teau as migrants return to
cities and also with the
farmers’ agitation?

It would be difficult because
farmers’agitationis...butitisstill
restricted to parts of the country.
And I hope it ends soon in the
interest of the nation and in the
interest of farmers. Rural mar-
ketshave beenbuoyed by several
factors. One is the government
taking theright steps in terms of
direct transfer of money, the
benefit in kind—through free
foodgrain, thenincreasing MSP
(minimum support price) and

also a good harvest. In the pan-
demic, the two biggest priorities
for thegovernment will be, first,
the health ofthe nation; second,
ensuring the marginal sections
areprotected. Andalarge section
of our marginal population is in
rural areas. So, the government
should keep supporting rural for
some timeso thatit keeps build-
ing the momentum. And if we
can keep covid infectionsat bay,
and donotlet anothersurge hap-
pen, if we can ramp up vaccine
rollout, mobility willimprove in
urban areas significantly.
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Schools will reopen, people will
startgoing tooffices,and then we
should also start seeing urban
consumption coming back.
Thevaccine rolloutisjustone
of the things. What else can
the government do to push
urban recovery? Relaxation
in personal income tax?
Personal income tax would
beforthemiddleclass,butone
of the things the government
alsoneedstolookatisthe mar-
ginal sectionsofthe urban pop-
ulation. The two biggest areas
of focus should be health and
speedy rollout (of vaccine).
Once the first phase of vacci-
nation is over, the government
should also look at how the pri-
vate sector could complement
government efforts. Because we
would like to vaccinate, notjust
our employees, but all the peo-
pleinourecosystem, thousands

ofpeople whoworkas salesmen
and workers with distributors.
We would like to own the
responsibility of vaccinating
them. Also, wehaveaverywide
distribution network. If at any
stage, the government needs us
to helpwith the distribution of
vaccine, we would be more
than happy to do that. Vaccina-
tionwillincrease mobility and
increased mobility will mean
more economic activities, and
that will help the economy.
The second one, of course, is
the role of the government to
alleviate the marginal sections.
How do you help the urban
poor, people who have lost
their jobs, the informal sector?
And as far as corporate and
personal taxes go, what business
and investorsneed, is predicta-
bility and certainty. My request
to thegovernmentwould be not
to tinker with taxes because as
wegetonto the momentum, we

need to ensure we put further
fueland fire up the momentum
evenmore
Onvaccines,areyouintalks
with the government?

It hasn’t reached that stage.
But at (industry lobby) Ficci, we
arelookingat ways and means to
reach out to the
government to see

Rural has seen a

becomesunprecedented—you
know, we’re talkingabout 40%
increase in palm oil (prices), the
price of tea went up by 60%—
then we also have to ensure we
protect our business model.
But our endeavour would
alwaysbe to create value forour
consumers.

‘Will you invest

how the private pretty good in capacity
sector could aug- comeback, and expansion this
mentgovernment  gyer the last couple  Year”

offois, of quarters,weare ' ¢ never shy
HUL is increas- : ltob away from invest-
ing prices; seeingruraltobe . we keep
couldthatactas pretty resilient. investing in build-
aspeedbreaker ing capacities. We
for demand? are also putting a

You're absolutely right.
What we try to do is look at all
lines of P&L (profit and loss).
And we try to optimize it, and
our endeavour always is price
hikes should be done in a very
calibrated fashion. But when
the price increase of inputs

lotof investment behind what we
call “Reimagining HUL” agenda,
where we have brought in tech-
nology and data at the centre of
what we do. We arerejigging our
entire supply chain—fulfilment
centres, factories.

HUL is among the largest

TV advertisersbutwith the
controversy around TRPs,
will you re-look at your ad
spends on the medium?

For us, it'snot about this con-
troversy. There are two big things
wedo asaconsumer goods firm—
physicalreach and mental reach.
And we have alot of technology
being used to ensure how we
optimize the spendsthat we doin
traditional channels... There's
constant endeavour to bring in
more science and technology
into how we spend our money
and bring in a better causality
between the amount we spend
and the growth we get. We would
want, at the end of the day, any
data that we rely on to be credi-
ble. But we use many other
means to optimize our spends.
‘Will the rowwith Sebamed
affect your brands?

We know how to protect our
turf, and we will protect it. 'm
very emphatic about it.



