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Apex Healthcare ready to play role in vaccine distribution

BY ESTHER LEE

n recent months, companies

linked to the local Covid-19 vac-

cine supply chain have drawn

keen interest from the market,

especially those identified as able
to undertake the “fill and finish”
process of the vaccine.In particular,
Bursa-listed Duopharma Biotech
Bhd and Pharmaniaga Bhd have
come under the spotlight.

But Apex Healthcare Bhd chair-
man and CEO Dr Kee Kirk Chin
highlights another crucial aspect
that hasyet to receive much atten-
tion — vaccine distribution.

“I would say that ‘fill and fin-
ish’ is just one part of the supply
chain.The other important part is
the distribution process. I think
distribution is something that is
not discussed much in the media,
but it is important because it is
howvaccines get to the healthcare
professionals who administer the
vaccination,” Kee says in a recent
interview with The Edge.

Apex Healthcare is known for
its Xepa brand of generic phar-
maceuticals. The group also has
a wholesaling and distribution
arm, as well as an associate com-
pany, Straits Apex Sdn Bhd, that is
a certified contract manufacturer
of orthopaedic devices.

As it does not manufacture ster-
ile injectables, however, the group
is unable to participate in the “fill
and finish” process.

Kee explains that the process
of distributing vaccines is not as
simple as handing it over to the
healthcare professionals, as it re-
quires a cold chain facility.

And depending on the type of
vaccine made available, the facility
may need to ensure a certain range
of temperatures for the vaccine to
stay effective.

The group has just completed
its capacity expansion for its cold
chain facility in Singapore,where
the refrigeration temperature can
go as low as -20°C.

The expansion exercise for
its Malaysian cold chain facility,
which has a refrigeration temper-
ature range of 2°C to 8°C, is slated
for completion by year-end.

“The capacity expansion is not
just in anticipation of a Covid-19
vaccine, but for our normal vac-
cine volumes. However,we are also
getting ready to play a role when
Covid-19 vaccines come about,”
Kee says. Last year, Apex Health-
care distributed about 49 types of
vaccines in Malaysia,and 25 types
in Singapore.

“We are ready to play a role, be
it in the private or public sector,
because we think this exercise will
be quite large. All distributors with
cold chain facilities will play a role
in getting the vaccines to the doc-
tors so that the population can be
vaccinated.”

He foresees that the Covid-19
vaccination process will be a huge
global effort in which every distri-
bution system around the world
will have to be ready.

“We are talking about vacci-
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nating everyone at the same time,
unlike established vaccines in the
market, where you can vaccinate
people as and when it is needed.”

With big pharmaceuticals rac-
ing to produce the first Covid-19
vaccine, Kee stresses that the first
vaccine available may not be the
best or the safest.

“Ultimately, which vaccine to
use will depend on our regulators.
They will need to look at the sci-
entific data. The more data and
science you have, the more you
can evaluate.There is a lot of con-
cern now about rushing out the
first vaccine too early and how it
will affect things in the future.we
share the same concern,” he says.

While keeping an eye on vac-
cine development,Apex Healthcare
is putting in place several strate-
gies to maintain its earnings mo-
mentum for what it expects to be
a challenging 2H2020.

The healthcare company post-
ed a 9% increase in revenue to
RM368.04 million and an 11% in-
crease in net profit to RM27.4 mil-
lion for the cumulative six months
ended June 30,2020.The improved
performance came on the back of
a sales surge as customers stock-
piled pharmaceutical products in
1Q,while pandemic-related prod-
ucts such as sanitisers and masks
helped to boost 2Q earnings even
as pharmaceutical sales declined
after the first quarter’s stockpiling.

Although pandemic-related
products are no longer in short
supply, there has been some recov-
ery in the sales of pharmaceutical
products.

“For us in the short term, it will
stay challenging. We don’t think
there will be more of such surges
in sales as we saw in 1H2020. We
see a gradual recovery that will be
interrupted by a period of loosening
of controls, and tightening again
if there is a resurgence of cases,”
says Kee.

“We don’t think the recovery
will be that quick. It will come

of the population has
been vaccinated.This will
carry on until the end of
next year.”

To mitigate potential
disruption in its manu-
facturing if a lockdown is imposed
again because of a resurgence of
cases,Apex Healthcare has sought
to keep a higher level of inventory
for raw materials and packaging.
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It is also taking steps to diver-
sify its supply base,as much of its
active pharmaceutical ingredi-
ents are shipped from India,which
currently has among the highest
number of Covid-19 cases globally.

Where products are concerned,
itis also shifting its marketing em-
phasis to cardiovascular and other
therapeutic products, given that
the incidence of cough and cold
cases has gone down, resulting

in less demand for its respiratory
products.

A new revenue stream that is
being considered is contract man-
ufacturing in other developed mar-
kets besides Singapore and Malay-
sia,where it is based.

“We are now working with a
British company on a cardiovas-
cular product that we will con-
tract-manufacture for it for the
Australian market. It’s not a big
contract, but we hope that this
will lead to more. It will be the first
time for us exporting to Australia
and, hopefully, this comes through
in 1Q2021.We are now waiting for
regulatory clearance for the prod-
uct,” says Kee,adding that Apex is
always on the lookout for merger
and acquisition opportunities.

“We are constantly evaluating
opportunities, but there is nothing
close to completion now. We are not
looking to grow broad and shallow,
butwhatwe want is to go into certain
areas that can help us fulfil ouraim
of deepening and strengthening the
business that we are in now.”

Since the beginning of the
year, the company’s share price
has climbed 50.8% to RM3.38 at
last Thursday’s close, pegging its
market capitalisation at RM1.6
billion. a
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o PHASE 1: Low density mixed-use development: Studio, 1,2 & 3 bedroom
apartments from £305,000, 2 bed 2 bath from £434,500%.
High Street at doorstep: Banks, Supermarkets, Retail, F&B & Services.

o Commercial space & café on ground level. Low service charges.

e Financing available from Malaysian banks & UK banks (buy-to-let loan).

e Pay 10% deposit only & balance upon completion (Spring/Summer 2022).

e Strong rental yields with great capital growth potential.

e From Top UK developer with £5.4bn market capitalization & listed on FTSE.

Previous projects: Landmark Place (Tower Hill), Blackfriars Circus (Southwark)
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