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Q&A
Who is your mentor? 
My seventh grade 
teacher Jenna 
Jensdottir. We spoke 
regularly until she 
passed away three 
years ago aged 
98
Who do you 
most 
admire?
Vigdís 
Finnboga-
dóttir, bottom 
right, the 
world’s first 
democratically elected 
female president
Does money motivate 
you?

Of course money is 
important, but you 
would not do a job like 
this for money alone
What is your favourite 
television programme? 
Billions, below
How do you relax?
I go home to Iceland.
What does leadership 

mean to you?
Leaders are

facilitators,
there to help
others to do
amazing
things

What has
been the

most important
moment in your

career? Promoting 
pharmaceuticals as a 
sales representative 25 
years ago

CV
Born: June, 1968 
Education: University of 
Iceland 
Career: 1994: head of 
drug development, 
Omega Farma; 1998: 
various research and 
development roles, 
Pfizer; 2003: positions 
including eventually 
group prewsident, 
Actavis Group; 2014: 
president and chief 
executive of global 
generic medicines, Teva 
Pharmaceuticals; 2018: 
chief executive, Hikma 
Pharmaceuticals
Family: Married, two 
children

W
hen the founding
family of one of
Britain’s biggest drugs
companies came
calling, Siggi

Olafsson was understandably 
cautious. Hikma Pharmaceuticals had 
been treading water for two years, 
appeared to be under pressure on all 
sides and its share price had been 
tumbling. Yet here was Said 
Darwazah, a son of Hikma’s founder, 
inviting him to its corporate 
headquarters in Mayfair, central 
London, in August 2017 to give a 
presentation to the executive 
committee. 

When Mr Darwazah, 62, asked him
to dinner afterwards, it became clear 
that the Icelander was being sounded 
out about becoming chief executive. 
The two men continued to meet 
almost every month until Mr 
Olafsson, 51, was confirmed in the 
role in February last year.

“I wanted to understand the family,
because being the first non-family 
member to run the company there is 
always this question in my mind: do 
they want you to lead the company or 
do they want you to help them, 
basically to be on the sideline?” 

Satisfied that he would have the 
freedom to run the company and 
reassured of its strong fundamentals 
and values, Mr Olafsson has spent the 
past 18 months reviving Hikma. It 
operates three businesses: a generics 
division in the United States, 
expanded via the 2015 acquisition of 
Roxane Laboratories from Boehringer 
Ingelheim for $2.65 billion; a global 
injectables unit; and operations in the 
Middle East and north Africa, selling 
so-called branded generics and 
patent-protected drugs. In total, 
Hikma, founded in Jordan in 1978 by 
the late Samih Darwazah, employs 
about 8,400 people worldwide and 
generated core operating profit of 
$460 million on revenue of $2.1 billion 
last year.

But when Mr Olafsson arrived, it 
had hit a “rough patch”. Shares in the 
company had halved after peaking at 
almost £27 in August 2016, there was 
turmoil in the American generics 
market, regulators were withholding 
approval for a key copycat inhaler, 
there had been cuts to forecasts, 
pressure from short-sellers and 
demotion from the FTSE 100 club of 
Britain’s biggest companies loomed (it 
eventually dropped out in June this 
year). 

Mr Olafsson, a 25-year industry 
veteran who previously had run the 
generics business of Teva 
Pharmaceuticals, an Israeli rival, has 
focused on turning around the 
struggling generics business and 
rebuilding the drugs pipeline across 
the group, organically and through 
bolt-on deals.

The industry had changed 
enormously, faster than Hikma, 
which meant that “we were chasing 
our tail. Externally, the price erosion 
in the industry had never been this 
bad. We are talking about double-

digit price erosion in the generic 
industry in the US. There was 
enormous competition: over 200 
generic companies suddenly 
supplying the US market. How do you 
stand out in that kind of field?”

The problem stemmed from the 
US  Food and Drug Administration 
picking up the pace of approving new 
products after regulatory changes, 
tripling the number of new products 
and driving down prices. “We didn’t 
react quickly enough to address the 
industry-wide issues that were 
happening around us.” 

The turmoil in the market was 
compounded byPresident Trump 
raging against pricing by so-called 

There’s nothing generic about boss’s 
plan to breathe new life into Hikma
The drugs company 
had to look beyond its 
founding family for a 
much-needed tonic,
writes Alex Ralph

Siggi Olafsson has been given the freedom he wanted to oversee the revival of Hikma Pharmaceuticals, with profit growth already set to exceed its three-year target

Big  Pharma. “Any discussion on 
pricing obviously affects the whole 
industry,” Mr Olafsson says, though 
he is relaxed about broadsides 
emanating from the White House. 
“[Mr Trump] has publicly said that 
the generics industry is part of the 
solution.”

Although the market remains 
tough, the fact that some operators 
have lost out and a painkiller supply 
shortage at Pfizer have helped Hikma.
It is on course this year to generate 
mid-teen percentage profit growth in 
generics, ahead of its three-year 
target.

Mr Olafsson also is focusing on 
“reopening” the drugs pipeline, with 

plans to have 10 per cent of revenue 
from new products by 2023 “to 
compensate for the pricing pressure 
and competition in the market”. By 
next year the company could — 
finally — release a generic version of 
Glaxosmithkline’s blockbuster Advair 
inhaler. After an unsuccessful 
disputes process, Hikma and its 
partner Vectura, the Chippenham-
based, UK-listed respiratory specialist, 
were required last year to carry out a 
further clinical trial. The results are 
expected to be submitted to the 
FDA  this year, potentially leading to 
the medicine entering the market, 
albeit about three years later than 
planned. Hikma and Vectura also are 
developing a generic version of 
Glaxo’s Ellipta respiratory portfolio, 
which Mr Olafsson believes will 
benefit from its experience with 
Advair.

Plans to reposition Hikma’s 
portfolio over the next five years will 
mean a shift away from generics 
towards the speciality market 
(products and territories 
that are too niche for the 
world’s giant 
pharmaceuticals groups 
and where Mr Olafsson has 
indentified a lack of supply). 
The focus on the speciality 
market includes the 
Middle East and 
north Africa, where 
Hikma is more 
established but 
where its 2,000 sales 
reps have been 
challenged by smaller 
local players competing 
on price in the generics 
market. 

“It will be challenging

for us to grow the business. There are 
parts of the world where we will 
become more of a speciality 
company.   We are still nimble and 
small enough to make a difference, 
but we have an infrastructure to be 
able to make it happen. We have a 
strong enough balance sheet . . . so we 
are working on it, but the 
transformation will continue at the 
same time. You never can let go of the 
bottom line.”

Britain is another market where 
Hikma could sell speciality products. 
Beyond its listing and its corporate 
headquarters, it has little presence in 
the UK and despite the prospect of a 
hard Brexit and the lure of both the 
New York stock market and Boston’s 
life sciences hub for the industry, 
Hikma remains committed to its 
home domicile. “We have asked our 
US investors, ‘Do you see any 
negativity in continuing trading on 
the London Stock Exchange after 
Brexit?’ And there has been no push 
back on that.”

Crucially, Mr Olafsson has found
no resistance to his plans from the
Darwazah family, who retain a 
quarter-stake in Hikma through 

their Darhold vehicle and hold key
positions on the board,

Said as executive
chairman and his
brother Mazen, 61,
as executive vice-
chairman and
overseeing the

Middle East and
north Africa
operations.

“Eighteen months
later, it has been true.
They were ready for the
change.”
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