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The beating heart of a community

June 2020 Suite 5, 1 Milton Parade
Malvern VIC 3144

Exmouth population: 2486. At the height of the tourist season, Australia

the population swells to 6,500. (Source: 2016 Census) www.mgaiba.org.au

Right about the time Australians were panic-buying groceries
and stockpiling enough toilet paper, rice, and flour to last them
for months of lockdown, Dustin Clarke and his family-run
business situated in remote Western Australia were primed for a
flood of domestic and international tourists that never came.

According to Dustin, Operations Manager of the IGA sister stores his
family has operated for the last 18 years in coastal Exmouth, perched
on the edge of the World Heritage-listed Ningaloo Reef, is as remote as
you can get.

“We're a 13-hour drive from Perth and a four-hour drive from the
nearest town,” says Dustin. That's what makes it such a sought-after
destination for over 4000 annual visitors hell-bent on swimming with
whale sharks, snorkeling the reef located just metres off the shoreline,
and luxuriating in the solitude of the place. “We were right in the midst
of gearing up for our peak and toilet paper-gate hit, and then all the
craziness ensued,” says Dustin.

The Exmouth and Ningaloo IGA sister stores, located 100 metres from
each other, employ 60 locals during the off-season and an additional
50 to 60 casuals and seasonal workers during the peak winter season
which runs from April to October. Dustin says local residents started to
panic buy essentials in early March: “We managed to hold stock pretty
well during that time until the end of March when stock levels really
started to take a hit.”
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The supply issue is not what it seems

“We're on two deliveries a week from the Perth warehouse. And there was a
stage there where we had to go to one delivery a week over the Easter
period, because of all the public holidays, and stock dropped to high-to-mid
30s out of the main warehouse” says Dustin.

“I don't think there was anyone that was immune from the supply problem
nationally; | guess it made you a little bit

more savvy looking for different suppliers. | feel like there was definitely
concern over supply returning. But at the end of the day, we all knew it was
going to come back, and it just needed time to recover.”

“I would like to put my hands together and say thank you because, without
Metcash, we wouldn’t be where we are. And yet, if you look at the work that
went into trying to get stock in and get stock out during that time, a lot of
businesses were up 200 per cent, doing Christmas Eve figures every day,”
says Dustin.

“We have to understand that it was unprecedented times, and we managed
to do the best we could during that time. And the response was quick. | think
a lot of criticism was probably unwarranted.”

Job Keeper: a business saver

In the midst of hiring for peak tourism season, Dustin had to cease his
hiring activities on top of trying to keep as many of his core group of
staff employed and maintain their normal hours.

“We did manage to scrape in for Job Keeper at both of our stores,
which obviously had a massive impact to staff retention and our
bottom line. At the end of the day, we shaved about 8 per cent off our
wages because of it and kept both stores open,” says Dustin.

Staff are our frontline

“As members of the community and as members of the IGA team we
work hard to support our community as best we can, whether that’s a
conversation in passing, a friendly hello or a conversation about
what's for dinner. | think it all helped sort of ease the worry a little bit
during the crisis that we're dealing with”.

“We're not just a supermarket, you know, we're here to support in every
way possible.”

“It all stems from my mum, to be perfectly honest. She’s a pillar in this
community,” says proud son Dustin. According to Dustin, Jocelyn

Clarke is the silent hero of the piece: “Whether it's supporting an older © Master Grocers Australia Limited
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local couple like Tom and Glenys that come in every day and shop the
catalogue, being the first person to run out and grab trolleys out of the
car park, or the last out at night, her leadership really helps drive our
team morale. Yeah, she’s a beautiful lady.”

Looking to the future

Dustin is optimistic that the easing of intrastate travel restrictions and
some interstate travel restrictions will see the return of tourists.

“We live for the peak season. It's exciting, and there’s lots of people in
the store, and there’s a good atmosphere in town. It makes a big
difference to your drive and your passion,” says Dustin.
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