[Intro Music]


Samantha: 
I'm Samantha Lewis, and I'm excited to introduce our podcast today. Our host is Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title on the market. Today, Barry will be speaking again with Bob O'Donnell, vice president of business development of life sciences at East Coast Warehouse, which is a temperature controlled manufacturer to pharmacy third party logistics provider. In today's podcast, Barry and Bob will be discussing the life science industry and the supply chains that support it. 

Barry:
Samantha, thank you for that introduction.  And Bob, thanks for joining us today. I'm thrilled to have you. You've had a great career in, supply chains and, with Maersk and with your current company. Can you just give us a little bit of background? 

Bob:
Sure.  And I'm happy to be here, Barry. 

I grew up in the Philadelphia area. I went up to Penn State for business marketing and Chinese language and culture. I found myself into the logistics industry. So I started off my career early on with a company called DAMCO, which was the freight forwarding arm part of Maersk.

I spent two years in New Jersey doing apparel and footwear supply chains for them. I then moved over to Chengdu, China, which is where all the pandas come from, and I was doing the origin side of those supply chains, so still apparel and footwear. I spent six years in Hong Kong. I was doing sales, ecommerce logistics, and then I found my way into temperature controlled transportation, which is moving meat, seafood, fruit, vegetables, and pharmaceuticals. DAMCO merged, into Maersk and and kinda got subsumed into it.

And I moved back to The United States, for cold chain, setting that up in The United States and North America and then in a global role. And then I've been working, for East Coast warehouse, working on selling warehouses and trucking services to life sciences customers. 

Barry:
Great background you've had, and I know you're fluent in Chinese to boot after your six years living in in Asia. You know, we use the term life sciences all the time. Can you sort of explain it to everyone to start us off today?

Bob:
Absolutely. So the life sciences industry includes companies that create, develop products that improve human and animal health and well-being. It can generally be broken down into health care and pharmaceuticals. Think of it like your local CVS or Walgreens. Health care is typically what is in front of the pharmacy, and pharmaceuticals is what is behind the counter, that typically requires a doctor's prescription.

Within health care, you have consumer health care and medical devices and medtech, companies like Baxter or Abbott, Stryker or Procter and Gamble, Unilever and Johnson and Johnson. Within pharmaceuticals, you have active pharmaceutical ingredients or APIs. These are the raw materials, or ingredients that go into pharmaceuticals. You have pharmaceuticals themselves, think antibiotics. You have biopharma.

Think vaccines. You have animal health, which both pharma and biopharma, but for animals. And then you have clinical trials. Think new medicines that haven't totally been approved by the FDA, and they're getting trialed in humans. For APIs, you have companies like, Teva or BASF.

For pharma, biopharma, animal health clinical trials, you have companies like Eli Lilly, Pfizer, Novartis, AstraZeneca, Roche, and Merck. In some cases, they've spun off different brand names to cover the different segments. But overall, the life sciences is a huge segment of the global economy. In 2025, it was valued at around 3,000,000,000,000 US dollars. 

Barry:
Interesting.  So it's a very complex supply chain. And, how is it different from, like, the traditional cold food supply chain that we sort of all understand? 

Bob:
So global supply chains can be very complex. So simplistically, there's a manufacturer of goods. There's a buyer of goods.

There's things called incoterms. It describes who's responsible until what point in the supply chain of the transportation, from the manufacturer and the buyer. In some cases, you have things called ex works where the buyer picks up from the manufacturer and is responsible for everything. In other cases, you have FOB where the manufacturer is responsible to get it onto the ocean vessel or the airplane, and the buyer is responsible from that point onward. To generalize about The United States, for many industries, it's Asia makes it and The US buys it.

And with most goods, it usually, in a temperature controlled space sorry. With most goods, it usually moves from east to west, so from Asia into the Western countries like US and Europe. In temperature controlled supply chains, fruits and vegetables, meat and seafood, oftentimes, it's much more north and south. So you have a lot of the goods are made or grown in the Southern Hemisphere. Latin America traditionally sends most of its fruits and vegetables up to the North America.

Africa will send a lot of its fruits and vegetables up to Europe, Australia, Southeast Asia, supporting the rest of North Europe. I'm sorry. North Asia rather. When it comes to life sciences, the trade flows are very different. So Ireland, Germany, Germany, Switzerland, they make up almost half of The US imports of life sciences by value.

A lot of our generic medicines come from India, and China is actually number seven, and it's only about 4% of The US life sciences import volume. From an export perspective, it's also different, than many other industries. So we send about 70% of our exports of life sciences to Europe and 25% of them to Asia. As these goods are very sensitive, and people will be consuming them, there's also a much higher degree of temperature control, of quality control, of security. So a bottle of over the counter headache medicine sitting at your local CVS may have had raw materials from China or India.  It went to multiple other locations until it was manufactured, and then it went on to multiple airplanes, trucks, warehouses until it got to the shelf. So all of that needs to be able to be verified that it was kept at a certain temperature, not tampered with, and can be tracked up and down the supply chain. 

Barry:
So it's a very complex supply chain. 

Bob:
Absolutely. I mean, it's one of the more complex supply chains, I think, that exists out there.

Barry:
How did you get so involved? And I also sense you're, you're passionate about this field. 

Bob:
So I was in Hong Kong, at the beginning of 2020 when COVID was just starting to become a thing around the around the entire world. Right? 

Barry:
Interesting.

Bob:
So I'm see it that time. Right. It really was. And this project that kinda fell into my lap, it really caused me to be really passionate, and into the life sciences industry. So I was contacted by one of my colleagues in the US.

We had a top-secret program that had come in from one of our strategic customers, and they owned hospitals in about 40 different countries, primarily in Latin America, Africa, and Southeast, Asia. And they said, listen. We need somebody who can help us get product out of China and into our hospitals to really prepare for this pandemic that we see is coming. And so my colleague in The US said, can you be the guy in Asia? It's seven days a week.

It's twelve hour shifts. When I go to sleep, I'll hand it off to him, who would take the other twelve hour shift and that we would cover the world that way. And so I said yes. I did this from April till about June of 2020 and what it turned into was I was moving COVID test kits from Wuhan, China where they were getting manufactured, into a facility in Hong Kong, staging it for air freight, and then delivering to these hospitals around the world. I was running temperature controlled, containers and trucks all around.

I had to get armored escorts in some cases because there was quite a lot of, bad actors trying to take this freight over and steal it. And I had to make sure that it arrived to hospitals so that the staff at the hospitals had these test kits. I was also moving PPE and ventilators out of Shanghai also to these hospitals to make sure that they had the equipment that they needed to help fight the pandemic. And what really got me through all of this was decisions I was making, finding ways to get through a lot of the red tape or obstacles that were put in my way. My decision making, my ideas were directly impacting people in a positive way.

So my job was finally something very interesting where I could directly trace decisions I had made to positive outcomes in people's lives, and that made me really passionate about the field. 

Barry:
And you were indeed saving lives. Of course, you weren't sleeping much during that period, were you? 

Bob:
No. But that's, the nature of the supply chain industry.  There's not a lot of sleep involved. 

Barry:
Well, you know, more and more students these days are talking about majoring in supply chain. There are a few colleges around the country where it's very popular as a major, and it's catching on in a smaller way at other schools. What kind of advice can you give to students who are maybe studying as undergraduates right now?

Bob:
So as I've gone through my career, I really wish I had somebody who could be hosting a podcast like you are and maybe sharing somebody in the field, and some advice they might have because I think I would have gotten a lot further had I known some of these things earlier. But I have three main pieces of advice. So if you're considering a job in supply chain or logistics, your first decision needs to be if you want to be on the product owner side or the logistics provider side. So do you want to work for a Pfizer who owns the product, or do you want to work for the ocean or trucking companies that Pfizer uses to ship their goods? If you don't know, find some people who work on both sides and ask them what their day to day and career progression was like.

The second one would be, are you willing to live somewhere else? If so, do it. Living and working in another country will dramatically improve your career path, but also your personal understanding of the world, and it has had a dramatic impact on on my life and has made me better as a person. The third one, which I think is probably the most important piece of advice I can share is you need to get into the mindset of you own your career. No one will get you that promotion or open that door or tell you what to do.

When I graduated college, I decided I wanted to live and work in China. So by year two in DAMCO and Maersk, I put in the work to be considered and eventually got hired for a role in China despite several managers putting up obstacles because I was, quote, unquote, too important to The US operations. Later on, I decided I wanted to be in sales. So I put in the work to be considered and hired for a sales job in Hong Kong, also despite managers putting up more obstacles and jumping from department to department. So at the end of the day, you need to decide what you want, and you need to create a path to get there.




Barry:
Well, that's really excellent advice. Excellent advice. And that's for everyone, including people who are long out of school. They could follow that those career pieces of advice. Bob, thanks.

It's fascinating talk today in life sciences. I learned a lot about it, and I'm glad you shared it with our audience today. We hope to have you back again one day. Thanks for joining us. 


Bob:
Thank you very much, Barry.


[Outro Music]
