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NEW DELHI

P
ackaged consumer
goods company Uni-
lever on Thursday
said i t intends to
retain its tea busi-

nesses in India and Indonesia,
months after it announced a
global strategic review of the
tea business. The rest of the tea
brands and estates in other
regions will be carved into a
separate entity. 

“ In January, Uni lever
announced a strategic review
of its global tea business,
which includes leading brands
such as Lipton, Brooke Bond
and PGTips. This review has
assessed a full range of options.
We will retain the tea busi-
nesses in India and Indonesia
and the partnership interests
in the ready-to-drink tea joint
ventures,” the Anglo-Dutch
company said on Thursday
when it also announced the
first-half earnings for 2020.

In India, Hindustan Uni-
lever Ltd (HUL) sells the
Brooke Bond and Lipton tea
brands.

“The balance of Unilever’s
tea brands and geographies
and all tea estates have an
excit ing future, and this
potential can best be achieved
as a separate entity. A process
will now begin to implement
the separation, which is
expected to conclude by the
end of 2021,” Unilever said.

The tea business that will be
separated generated revenues
of €2 billion in 2019.

Analysts tracking the com-
pany said HUL’s strong posi-
tion in tea, where it competes

M
any of you have probably experienced some
version of what happened to me several years
ago. It went something like this: this guy I

didn’t know at all called and gushed, just a little too-
friendly, about somebody else I barely knew. “Yeah,
and Sanjiv’s been a great pal to me back in NYC.” —
Really? And you didn’t get his name “Sanjay” right?

“And he said all these great things about you!” —
Really? A man I haven’t met in 20 years, and whom I
didn’t really know then anyway? “So he suggested
your name for this great business opportunity I’d like
to tell you about.”

Call me an idiot: I actually let the guy come and
waste a couple of hours of my time, during which he
drew endless meaningless diagrams and mouthed
many empty platitudes—all in an effort to persuade
me to join a famous pyramid scheme I shall not name,
that was then seeking to erect new pyramids in India.

Call me an idiot: I didn’t bite. But let me paint you
a picture of how such pyramids are erected. A given
platitude-spouter has been persuaded of the scheme’s
virtues. His task: go out into a wilderness where
nobody has been so persuaded and try to recruit
them. What can we say about people in the wilderness
whom he wants to sign up? You can probably divide
them into two groups. One, made up of those indiffer-
ent to his spiel, who forget about him the minute he
has finished. The other, made up of folks receptive to
his spiel, willing to sign up. In turn, new recruits
themselves start recruiting, and likely face the same
two kinds of people. On and on like that.

As time goes by, there is an ever-shrinking pool of
receptive folks. Why? For one, many of them have
already signed up. But it’s also possible that some who
have signed up grow disillusioned about the scheme
and spread the word, thus swelling the ranks of those
unlikely to swallow the pyramid spiel. You can imag-
ine a time when people in the pyramid have no suc-
cess finding new recruits—because everyone out
there is either already in the pyramid or is indifferent
to its charms.

A time, you might say, when this particular popula-
tion has grown immune to the spread of the pyramid.
When it has developed a “herd immunity” to the pyra-
mid. The only way the pyramid can now spread is to
find uncontaminated populations. Which explains
why someone might take an NYC-Mumbai flight, get
on the phone and gush to strangers.

By now, you know the analogy I’m drawing here.
We’ve all heard, forgive the pun, of herd immunity to
the coronavirus. But how is it calculated, and what
exactly does it mean anyway?

Unilever to keep 
its India tea unit
India, Indonesia biz not to be part of planned spinoff

Hindustan Unilever sells the Brooke Bond and Lipton brands in 

India, which has a large tea-drinking populat ion. MINT
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If a disease finds it increasingly hard to spread in a
given population — not because of measures such as
distancing or handwashing, but because a certain
fraction of the population is immune to it—that’s herd
immunity for you. Why does this work? When the dis-
ease first arrives, the people it infects, naturally, are
those most vulnerable to it. Of the rest, some are
resistant from the start. The ones who get the disease
either die or recover, and those who recover are now
immune to further attacks. (Though strictly, we are
not sure yet whether being infected by covid-19 does
give you such immunity, like with other diseases). In
other words, as time goes by, an ever-larger fraction
of the population becomes immune to the spread of
the virus. It becomes ever-harder for an infected per-
son to come into contact with others who are unin-
fected, thus susceptible, so that she can pass on the
virus—purely because there are fewer and fewer such
people around.

This does not necessarily mean the virus stops
spreading. Instead, the spread slows until after a
point, there are fewer people every day getting
infected. Put another way, immunity in the popula-
tion reaches a level high enough that the spread of the
disease declines and eventually stops, even if meas-
ures, such as masks and distancing, are no longer in
use. This is when the virus is defeated. A population
becomes immune in this sense not because everyone
in the population gets the disease. Instead, only a cer-
tain fraction needs to be infected. This is the meaning,

and power, of herd immu-
nity.

But what is that certain
fraction? That’s the vital
quest ion, of course.
Through this pandemic,
we’ve seen the number
70% mentioned several
t imes, meaning herd
immunity comes about

when 70% of the population is infected. Let’s start
there and crunch some numbers.

Assume that covid-19 continues to spread till 70%
of India has been infected. That would mean about
one billion Indians have the disease. Right now,
India’s case fatality ratio (CFR) is just under 2.5%. That
is, of the 1 million who have already been infected,
2.5%, or 25,000, have died. If we assume the same
CFR holds till we touch that 70% mark, the disease
will have killed 25 million Indians.

Take a few seconds to comprehend that number.
Spread out over a year, that’s one covid death nearly
every second. That’s better than twice as many deaths
as we see in India in a “normal” year. That’s the entire
city of Mumbai, wiped off the map. Sure, we might
then have herd immunity, but 25 million dead is a hell
of a price—an unacceptable price—to pay for it.
Clearly, just waiting to arrive at this 70% mark, with
the resultant death toll, is not a good corona-fighting
strategy.

Yet, to beat back this virus, to get the economy
chugging again, we have to achieve that herd immu-
nity. Which is why scientists are looking into the

question of whether we need to touch that 70% mark
at all. Can we have herd immunity with a much lower
infection rate, thus a lower death toll?

One study was led by Tom Britton, professor of
mathematical statistics at the University of Stock-
holm. The researchers noted that populations are
heterogeneous, and this “can significantly impact dis-
ease-induced immunity”. Why so? For one, perhaps
susceptibility to the disease is related to age. So, if two
people of different ages meet, the chance of passing
on the virus depends on their ages. For another, peo-
ple have “different activity levels” — in short, some of
us go out more than others, meet more people than
others, and that affects how the virus spreads.

Britton’s team found ways to represent these fac-
tors mathematically in their analysis. They also
allowed for the use of preventive measures, such as
masks and distancing, “implemented early and lifted
late in an outbreak”. They found that all this would
significantly reduce the infection rate needed for
herd immunity: instead of 70%, just 43% (“A mathe-
matical model reveals the influence of population
heterogeneity on herd immunity to SARS-CoV-2”,
Tom Britton, Frank Ball and Pieter Trapman, Science,
23 June 2020).

Interestingly, age was less of a factor in this reduc-
tion to 43% than the differing activity levels of people.
Britton speculated elsewhere that “if there is a large
variability of susceptibility among humans, then herd
immunity could be as low as 20%” (“A New Under-
standing of Herd Immunity”, The Atlantic, 13 July
2020).

But because he doesn’t believe susceptibility varies
very much, he concludes that herd immunity hap-
pens at an infection rate “between 35% and 45%”.

But another professor of mathematics and statis-
tics, Gabriela Gomes of the University of Strathclyde
in Scotland, thinks susceptibility does vary enough,
and any immunity analysis should take it into
account. At the start of the virus outbreak, she sug-
gests: “The highly susceptible people are more likely
to get infected first.” (same article in The Atlantic,
above). The result is that the average susceptibili ty of
the population drops right from the beginning. In
effect, this is a “selective depletion” of more suscepti-
ble people, and this itself works to slow the spread of
the virus. This is why her analyses “keep coming
back” with a herd immunity … wait for it … “less than
20%”. 

Of course these are only mathematical exercises.
Yet they are instructive in what they say about how
the pandemic will play out, about the toll it will take
of us all. So if we opt for optimism — and why not? —
and Gomes’ 20% figure, when will India reach herd
immunity? At our current daily growth rate of 3.5%,
it will take us about 160 days to get there, or to the end
of 2020.  Herd immunity, and perhaps even a corona
vaccine, by the new year? That would be something.
Personally, I’d love to see something similar for pyra-
mid schemes.

Once a computer scientist, Dilip D’Souza now lives in
Mumbai and writes for his dinners. His Twitter handle
is @DeathEndsFun
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share in tea in the past few
years.

Unilever’s announcement
comes just days after HUL
posted a 51.7% year-on-year
(y-o-y) jump in its food and
refreshment business in the
June quarter as the nationwide
lockdown prompted more
households to buy its pack-
aged coffee, tea and jams.

Food  an d
r ef r esh m en t s
contributed 19%
to segment reve-
nue for the com-
pany in the year
ended 31 March.

For the same
year, consoli -
dated segment
revenues of the

food and refreshment business
stood at 7,450 crore, accord-
ing to the company’s annual
report for the year. 

HUL’s food and refresh-
ment brands include Red
Label, Brooke Bond and Taj
Mahal tea, Bru coffee and Kis-
san ketchup and jam.

with Tata Consumer Products
(Tetley and Tata Tea), makes it
a key player in the packaged
tea market in India.

This is important in a coun-
try with a large tea-drinking
population and the second-
largest tea grower globally.

“Although we expected this,
it does remove any doubts and
overhang. We expected HUL
to retain its tea
business in India
given it has been
aggressive on
inorganic growth
with the huge
acquisit ion of
GSK recently.
Moreover, the tea
business in India
is a big growth
opportunity given just two
large players, huge unorgan-
ized market and massive pre-
miumization opportunity,”
said Abneesh Roy, executive
vice-president, research at
Edelweiss Securities. 

He said HUL has gained in
both volume and value market
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